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i 
Abstract 
This thesis examines the professional identities of teachers in light of Australian 
vocational educational policy reform since the late 1980s. Although the reform has been 
national, this study is located within Victoria. It is specifically interested in the 
professional identities of Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) teachers who work 
within the Vocational Education and Training sector. This study brings the voices of LLN 
specialists to the forefront. Poststructural theory, with particular emphasis on the work of 
Michel Foucault and narrative inquiry, is used to make sense of these voices, collectively 
known as the ‘voice of practice’. 
This study treats professional identity as a multiple term encompassing a range of 
assigned roles and chosen identities; as such, it argues that professional identity should 
be seen as fluid and dynamic and as something that continues to evolve. The teachers 
involved in this study actively negotiated various discourses related to the shaping of 
professional identity. The effects of this were threefold: LLN teachers ascribed to certain 
identity positions in line with government policy and institute directives; they preserved 
other identities; and they forged new identities based on opportunism and a resistance to 
policy discourse.  
While there has been a decline in the Adult and Community Education voice in policy 
development, within practice, this study found that teachers have retained a voice through 
the maintenance and creation of teaching practices that sit outside policy. Further, this 
study found that although numerous stakeholders invest in the provision of LLN, it is 
learners who hold a lot of the power; indeed, the needs of learners, feedback from learners 
and their transformative learning experiences are the primary drivers in teacher 
motivation and identity. Finally, this study found a misalignment between policy 
discourse and the voice of practice that requires attention if LLN policies are to be 
successfully implemented.  
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Chapter 1:  
Setting the Context for the Study and Research Orientation 
Due to ongoing reform in Australia since the late 1980s (Angus, Golding, Foley & 
Lavender, 2013), those who work in the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector 
have become accustomed to change. This reform has led to significant government policy 
changes across a range of VET areas (Productivity Commission, 2011). In addition, 
Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN), increasingly seen as an integral component of 
VET learning and teaching, has also undergone major reform at both federal and state 
government levels (Standing Council on Tertiary Education, Skills and Employment 
(SCOTESE), 2012; Victorian Skills Commission, 2009). As part of the wider workforce, 
LLN teachers working in VET have felt the effects of reform from many fronts. This 
study seeks to identify these effects and to understand the extent to which contemporary 
reform has affected the professional identities of LLN teachers working in Victorian VET 
institutions. 
The concept of reform is broad and subject to variations in interpretation. The Cambridge 
English Dictionary (2016) defines reform as ‘to make an improvement especially by 
changing a person’s behaviour or the structure of something’. This study is concerned 
with the national education reform that has occurred in both VET and LLN domains over 
the past 30 years. The Department of Education and Training (DET) (2016) has described 
this national reform as a deliberate set of actions and strategies designed ‘to improve the 
quality, job outcomes and status of VET which are necessary for the system to adapt to 
future skills needs’ (p. 1). Occurring in tandem with VET reform, LLN reform has set out 
to reinforce ‘the importance of strong foundation skills in a modern knowledge-based 
society’ that ‘includes both skills acquisition and the critical application of these skills in 
multiple environments for multiple purposes’ (SCOTESE, 2012, p. 2). Bringing the 
dictionary, DET and government interpretations together, this research examines how 
reform has prompted changes to the structures of VET and LLN through policy; it is most 
interested in how teachers have responded to reform and how this has affected their 
attitudes and actions—that is, their professional identities. 
Understanding how discourses within the VET–LLN reform have been internalised by 
LLN teachers sits at the heart of this research. In a general sense, discourse can be 
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understood as systems of meaning or ways of constituting knowledge (Weedon, 1987) 
that are taken up and interpreted by people in various ways. Discourse is a pluralistic and 
inclusive term that encompasses a range of written and verbal texts circulating within 
VET institutions and outside them. A range of VET and LLN policies—major 
discourses—have emanated from Australian government sources at both national and 
state levels. Although implemented via systems of government, these policies have 
reflected the diverse and dynamic political interests of numerous dominant stakeholders 
(Bacchi, 2000), including industry1 and the Adult Community Education (ACE)2 sector. 
However, discourses are not just about what people write: they are also linked to what 
people say and how they say it. Therefore, in this research, the verbal discourse of teachers 
and the influences of other stakeholders, such as learners and VET employees, are also 
considered. 
Contemporary policy in LLN has created a discourse that has significantly changed two 
things: the way that literacy and numeracy is defined and how LLN teachers are 
described. The National Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults 3  (2012) shifted the 
discourse from a multi-focal view of literacies, seen as equally fundamental to fostering 
social inclusion, community engagement, further education and employment skills in 
individuals, to the emergence of a foundation skills discourse targeted explicitly at 
employment productivity (Yasukawa & Black, 2016a; SCOTESE, 2012). Also central to 
the National Strategy was a new discourse describing the contemporary LLN teaching 
workforce. Defined as foundation skills specialists, the National Strategy positioned them 
as specialists within LLN and critical to its successful implementation (SCOTESE, 2012). 
However, the notion of specialist was contrary to earlier concerns raised by the federal 
                                                                
1 The term ‘industry’ is a collective term incorporating employer groups and diverse industry areas; it is 
defined in greater detail in Chapter 2. 
2 For this research the ACE sector is an inclusive term that represents institutes, peak bodies and research. 
An ACE institute is described as a not for profit provider of adult learning that includes a range of LLN 
and VET courses. ACE peak bodies such as Adult Learning Australia and the Australian Council for 
Adult Literacy represent the interests of the sector. ACE research is underpinned by LLN and adult 
education academic knowledge. 
3 From here on the National Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults will be referred to as the National 
Strategy. 
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government which had questioned the professionalism and experience of the LLN 
teaching workforce (Roberts & Wignall, 2010). Widin, Yasukawa and Chodkiewicz 
(2012) have claimed that, due to policy changes, the field of adult language, literacy and 
numeracy in Australia was challenging ‘teachers’ expertise and beliefs about good 
teaching practice’ (p. 9). Understanding how LLN teachers managed this conflicting 
discourse that described them as specialists while at the same time questioning their 
professionalism and experience is pivotal to understanding their professional identity. 
McGavin (2013) concurs by claiming that shifting expectations around LLN outcomes, 
leading to changed roles within the VET system, could potentially raise questions for 
teachers regarding their own professional identities. 
Poststructuralism,4 being the main theoretical position taken for this study, understands 
that teachers’ professional identities are socially produced and maintained within 
institutions (Reybold, 2008) such as VET settings. Through social interactions, LLN 
teachers will have engaged with certain discourses inside and outside their institutions 
and will have taken up positions within these social spaces (Etelapelto & Saarinen, 2006). 
Gavey (1989) explains that, due to the combined influences of personal ideologies and 
factors of subjugation, people locate themselves in relation to certain discourses. It is by 
engaging with specific discourses that teachers’ identities will have been simultaneously 
informed, formed and re-formed as they position themselves in relation to policy reform 
(Beijaard, Verloop & Vermunt, 2000; Wenger, 1998). 
The rationale for this study goes beyond a desire to understand teachers’ responses and 
behaviours in relation to VET and LLN reform: this study also seeks to unlock LLN 
teachers’ voices. In their critique of Australian adult education journals over a 50-year 
period, Harris and Morrison (2011) concluded that, owing to a significant decline in 
practitioner-based contributions, teachers within this educational domain were in 
‘desperate need of a voice’ (p. 18). Further, Hargreaves and Moore (2005) contended that 
teachers’ voices had not just been ‘supressed ... within educational research’, they had 
also ‘frequently been silenced by policy’ (p. 129). Mindful of these contentions, this 
research seeks to examine policy as a written discourse, and, through the collection of 
oral narratives, as a spoken discourse—the voice of practice. Speaking from a human 
                                                                
4 The application of poststructuralist theory is discussed in Chapter 3. 
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resource workplace perspective, Prosser (2001) wrote that the ‘collective voice achieves 
what the lone voice could never do: it humanises and civilises the workplace’ (p. 1). As a 
collective representation of workplace realities, this voice of practice has articulated the 
stories of 23 specialists currently working within the field of LLN in Victorian VET 
settings.  
1.1 Describing Australia’s VET System 
Similar to many other countries, in Australia, VET, as an education and training system, 
has occupied a central space in social and economic policy (Jarvis, 2007). In large part, 
this has been due to a national need to be reflexive and responsive to rapid changes in a 
global society (Jarvis, 2010). In order to accommodate the changing needs of a global 
workforce, the national VET system has undergone a dramatic transformation in the last 
20 years (Mitchell & Ward, 2010). This has resulted in the VET sector in Australia being 
seen as a diverse space (Korbel & Misko, 2016; OECD, 2009; Guthrie, 2004) 
encompassing a wide range of learner cohorts, training locations and delivery styles. 
Highlighting the diversity within VET, Atkinson (2011) described the sector as ‘a 
technicolour coat, patchwork of colours, fabrics and textures and patterns that represent 
the various training methods and various people who consume training’ (p. 1). 
The interaction between industry, which is positioned as a major stakeholder in vocational 
education and training, and the VET sector has been seen as crucial to ensuring that 
‘qualifications are current, responsive to industry demand and provide students with the 
full range of skills needed in the modern workplace’ (MacKenzie & Coulson, 2015, p. 
12). Within Australia, a range of reforms aimed at streamlining the national approach to 
VET by nationalising quality assurance processes and by strengthening relationships 
between government and Industry Skills Councils (ISCs)5 have recently been introduced. 
These changes have resulted in an open and competitive training market, an industry-led 
system and competency-based training (CBT) as the mandated curriculum model (Korbel 
& Misko, 2016; Guthrie, 2009).  
                                                                
5Although there have been recent changes, at the time of data collection, there were 11 ISCs in operation. 
Each ISC had been commissioned by the federal government to represent a broad industry sector such 
as manufacturing, agriculture and the like. 
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Although characterised by its diversity, in order to maintain consistency in VET 
qualifications, a major change in the sector has been the installation of a national quality 
regulator. The Australian Skills Qualifications Authority (ASQA), instigated through the 
National Vocational Education and Training Act (2011), was created to monitor the 
quality of VET (Dempsey, 2013) at the federal level. 
1.2 Describing VET in Victoria 
Despite the foundations of a nationally consistent approach to VET being seen as a key 
feature of reform, from a funding perspective, each state or territory government has 
created unique policies. Notwithstanding the fact that VET reform will have created levels 
of effect for teachers across all states and territories, this study is solely located within a 
Victorian VET context. Prior to providing an overview of the policy reform changes, it is 
important to briefly describe the ‘technicolour’ (Atkinson, 2011) makeup of VET in 
Victoria.  
There are a range of institute types delivering VET in Victoria, with approximately one 
half contracted to deliver government-funded training6 (MacKenzie & Coulson, 2015). 
These are known as Registered Training Organisations (RTOs). RTOs are either public 
(government owned) or private. They comprise the following: 
• 12 Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutes and four dual sector insti-
tutes7 
• approximately 280 Learn Local organisations—also known ACE 
• approximately 400 private RTOs (MacKenzie & Coulson, 2015). 
This study is interested in the professional identities of LLN teachers working in publicly 
funded VET, encompassing a cross-section of those employed within TAFE, dual sector 
and ACE institutions. This decision was not intended to imply that LLN courses were not 
being delivered in privately funded RTOs, and does not imply that VET reform has not 
affected teachers working within private institutions. Rather, the confines of this study 
                                                                
6  Funding comes from the Victorian State Government, administered by an entity known as Higher 
Education and Skills Group (HESG). 
7 A dual sector institute delivers both VET and Higher Education qualifications. 
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did not allow for the exploration of teacher identity across the whole spectrum of VET 
institutions.  
Policies around funding are frequently subject to change. Reform in Victoria was 
accelerated in 2009 when the state government introduced major changes to VET funding 
policy. The fallout from this was twofold: an overall decline in recurrent government 
expenditure combined with a shift from a fixed funding budget allocation to an open 
training market (Victorian Skills Commission, 2009). As part of a national analysis of 
VET funding, Burke (2016) contended that, although all states and territories 
demonstrated a reduction in recurrent spending between 2005 and 2014, Victoria had 
experienced the most significant decrease, with a 49 per cent funding reduction allocated 
to individual students per hour compared with the national average of 31 per cent. From 
an LLN perspective, the greatest funding decline took place between 2011 and 2014 when 
enrolments in a majority of foundation programs in Victoria fell (Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development—HESG Contract Notification, 2014 8 ; 
Department of Education and Training, 2016). As part of the Victorian funding reform, 
specific eligibility caveats were put in place to determine an individual learner’s access 
to government VET funding. Although this included a range of specifications, of most 
significance to LLN was the introduction of the two-course rule in 2013.9 For LLN 
learners, this included a cap of enrolling into a maximum of two government-funded 
courses per annum (State Government of Victoria, 2013). 
This reform also brought about a shift in the balance between public and private RTO 
funding allocations from the Victorian Government (Angus et al., 2013). To illustrate this 
shift, prior to 2009 the split in the Victorian market share was approximately 85 per cent 
public providers (TAFE, dual sector and ACE institutes) and 15 per cent private providers. 
However, by 2014 these percentages had shifted significantly: private RTOs were now 
                                                                
8 HESG Contract Notifications (CN) are issued to RTO’s to inform them of an alteration to Training and 
Services Contracts. This specific CN reduced the funding allocation to $7 per student contact hour for 
all Foundation Programs including LLN. 
9 The ‘two course rule’ was applied to most other VET courses from 2009. This rule did not apply to 
foundation courses, including LLN, until 2013. 
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receiving the majority of government funding (56 per cent) and public providers 44 per 
cent (Smith, 2015; MacKenzie & Coulson, 2015).  
In the first stages of VET policy reform in Victoria, the vital role of ACE institutions was 
clearly identified due to their ability to engage ‘hard to reach learners, or those seeking to 
reconnect with learning’ (Victorian Skills Commission, 2009, p. 28). However, 
organisations such as Adult Learning Australia (ALA) contended that this did not occur 
in practice. The ‘open market’ training reform, combined with the decline in funding for 
foundation programs, resulted in a marked reduction in the number of ACE institutions 
delivering LLN programs, mainly because of their financial unviability. In an open letter 
to the Victorian Government, Hewitt, Golding, Davidson and Davidson (2013), as 
representatives of ALA, stated that between 2008 and 2013, 91 ACE institutes across 
Australia had stopped delivering government-funded training. 
The Victorian reform also included major changes to quality assurance and accountability 
measures. As the Victorian Government’s state-based funding regulator, the Higher 
Education and Skills Group (HESG) instigated monitoring processes that included regular 
auditing, requiring VET teachers to become more administrative in their professional 
roles. MacKenzie and Coulson (2015) expressed concern that the significant increase in 
auditing activity reinforced a perception that government auditors were more interested 
in an RTO’s ability to meet the requirements of training packages and national–state 
standards rather than an assessment of learners’ experiences. 
1.3 LLN within the Wider Adult Education Construct and VET System 
Although commonly used within society, the term adult literacy10 and the less widely used 
acronym LLN can mean different things to different groups (Hamilton, 2016; Campbell 
2009). Just as VET can be described as ‘technicolour’, LLN likewise encompasses a range 
of broad skills areas and delivery styles. It has, over the years, been delivered under a 
range of names including Further Education, Adult and Basic Education, LLN and 
Foundation Skills. Regardless of its name, LLN, as a domain, has consistently sat within 
the wider construct of adult education, described by Reischmann (2004) as the practice 
                                                                
10‘Adult literacy’ is often written as an inclusive term that also incorporates numeracy (ACAL, 2006). 
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and theory of teaching and educating adults, also known as andragogy—‘the art and 
science of helping adults learn’ (Knowles, 1988, p. 43). 
Chapter 2 traces the evolution of LLN as a discourse in Australia over a 30-year period 
to highlight two main things: first, if using governmental activity as a measure, there have 
been two distinct reform periods coinciding with the release of two national policies in 
1991 and 2012 respectively; second, that LLN has progressively become an integral part 
of the VET sector and pivotal to meeting the needs of industry during that time. 
Although poorly funded and based heavily on volunteers, in the 1970s and 1980s, adult 
literacy/numeracy provision was community-based and specifically focused on the needs 
of individuals rather than target groups (Wickert, 1998). However, during the late 1980s 
and 1990s, literacy/numeracy came to be seen as a paradigm for economic survival and 
LLN programs for specific purposes were established to counter this (Kell, 2000). To this 
extent, commentators such as Barros (2012) and Black and Yasukawa (2014) contend that 
agendas in LLN over time have seen adult education provision become a main tool for 
workforce development. The shift in government discourse from adult literacy and 
numeracy to foundation skills within the National Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults 
can be viewed as evidence of this. 
As MacKenzie and Coulson (2015) have noted, VET reform has resulted in courses being 
written in a CBT format that is driven by the industry-led development of training 
packages11.  In recent years, the format of CBT has progressively infiltrated into LLN 
courses as well. Although there is evidence that national LLN curricula, such as 
Certificates in General Education for Adults (CGEA), have been written in a form of 
competency-based criteria for over 20 years (Campbell, 2009), as will be explained in 
detail in Chapter 2, until recent times the expertise of the ACE sector had been 
fundamental to the development of new curriculum. This practice changed in 2013 when 
an ISC was commissioned by the federal government to write the first Foundation Skills 
(FSK) training package. The intent of the FSK training package was to take LLN in a new 
                                                                
11A training package in Australia is a set of nationally endorsed standards, qualifications for recognising 
and assessing people’s skills in a specific industry, industry sector or enterprise. They are developed by 
national Industry Skills Councils (Service Skills Australia, 2015) 
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discursive direction by describing it as foundation skill that explicitly focused on the 
development of vocational and employability skills.  
1.4 LLN Teachers 
Considerable diversity exists within the Australian VET system in program delivery and 
locations. The VET workforce is also very diverse, involving a wide range of people with 
a variety of skills and knowledge (Guthrie, 2004). Within this diverse workforce sits a 
unique group of teachers who specialise in the delivery of language, literacy and 
numeracy to adult learners. In support of the uniqueness of LLN teachers, McGavin 
(2013) argued that, although they are part of the wider VET teaching workforce, they 
occupy a highly individualised space and have struggled to maintain their sense of 
professional judgement and identity within the diverse VET environment. The double-
edged effect of recent LLN and VET reforms have brought about significant changes to 
LLN teachers’ roles, especially the changing focus from pedagogy to compliance (Black 
& Yasukawa, 2010; Fenwick, 2010; Suda, 2002). In turn, such changes have affected the 
identities of the teachers. Billett (2006) understands the concept of identity as having: 
both personal and societal connotations. Socially, there are forms of 
institutional, normative and discourse practices that are associated with 
individual’s identity … The other account of identity is that aligned with how 
individuals present themselves to (i.e. to identify with) the social world and with 
which social practices they wish to be associated. This is a product of how 
individuals present and negotiate their self to the social world, in terms of what 
they do and how they go about it. (p. 7) 
By examining changes to roles and practices, this study seeks to understand the effects of 
the reform/s on teachers’ identities as professionals within VET settings.  
As with the various names ascribed to LLN over the years, there have been numerous 
titles given to those who teach LLN skills to adults in Australia. These titles have 
included: LLN teacher, LLN practitioner, further education teacher, adult and basic 
education teacher and, most recently, foundation skills practitioner. Positioning LLN 
teachers within the contemporary discourse of foundation skills, the National Foundation 
Skills Strategy for Adults (SCOTESE, 2012) defines those who deliver LLN programs as: 
Language, literacy and numeracy (LLN) practitioners ... who specialise in the 
delivery of literacy, numeracy or English as a Second Language to adults, using 
either standalone or vocationally integrated delivery. (p. 11) 
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As mentioned above, the National Strategy positioned LLN teachers as specialists. 
Endorsing this, SCOTESE (2012) observed that a ‘stronger identity for the specialist 
workforce … will raise the profile of the adult foundation skills field’, and noted that, in 
support of ‘this process, Australian Governments will develop strategies aimed at 
strengthening general perceptions of the importance of the field’ (p. 21). The National 
Strategy has been clear about the need to understand the identity of this unique and 
specialist workforce. This is a fundamental reason why this study is important in 
contemporary times. 
1.5 Methodological Overview 
The goal of understanding how reform has affected LLN teacher’s identities is a broad 
one. Achieving such an understanding requires greater specificity about the purpose of 
the research. The main research question plus associated questions are listed in the 
following section: these provide an overall framework for this study. In order to answer 
these questions, there needs to be a matching framework to scaffold the study.  
The research will make use of, as its primary methodology, a poststructuralist perspective 
that identifies the reforms in VET and LLN as discursive practices. From a 
poststructuralist perspective, the policies created by the reforms were constructed out of 
numerous discourses (Whisnant, 2012) that influenced other discourses, including those 
under which teachers operate. Combined, these discourses created systems of meanings 
among individual teachers, which, over time, forged certain identity positions. 
The double-edged reform is likely to have resulted in changes to LLN teachers’ roles 
within their VET institutions. Vahasantanen (2013) argues that educational changes, led 
through changes in policy directives, are one of the most important situational factors 
influencing teachers’ identity construction and transformation. A Foucauldian 
poststructuralist perspective of discourse provides a way to view the relationship between 
the social practices of the teachers and the types of knowledge that have been created, 
leading to certain forms of subjectivity (Weedon, 1987; Zemblyas, 2003b). According to 
Foucault’s (1982a) theory of power and knowledge, in the context of this study, the 
relationship between the responses of the teachers and discourses occurs as a consequence 
of the relations of power that exist within VET institutions and outside them.  
It is important to note that, although this research is framed by Foucauldian 
poststructuralism, Foucault did not favour the term ‘identity’.  Rather he preferred to use 
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the terms ‘subjectivity’ and ‘self’ as a way of understanding how individuals respond to 
certain discourses within relations of power (Foucault, 2005; 1997a; 1997c &1988b).  
Due to the fact that this study is about investigating LLN teacher’s responses to VET/LLN 
policy reform, ‘identity’ has been used as a term of convenience as it is seen as an 
inclusive term that is more likely to be understood within governmental spheres by policy 
makers.  Drawing on Foucault’s preferred terminology, the terms of ‘subjectivity’ and 
‘technologies of the self’ will be used as a basis to explain LLN teacher identity. Given 
the importance that has been placed on ‘identity’ within this study, in Chapter 2 I draw 
on the work of selected theorists  that include  Wenger (1998 & 2010), Clarke (2009), 
Vahasantanen (2013), O’Connor (2008) and Latour (1993) as a way to understand the 
basic tenets of identity theory.  
As the essence of this study is about representing LLN teachers’ voices, selected tenets 
of narrative inquiry have been considered when recording, listening to and hearing 
accounts of the professional lives of specialists’ working in VET. Each of the 23 
participants had a unique story to tell related to their social experiences within their 
institutions. Narrative inquiry invites researchers to present narratives in a variety of 
written, audio or visual forms (Etherington, 2009; Clandinin & Huber, 2000). The 
methodology also invites researchers to present their own narrative as part of the study. 
According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), this involves researchers viewing themselves 
as narrators, developing interpretations and finding ways to present their own ideas about 
the narratives they have studied. As a narrator within this study, I have chosen to present 
my interpretations in two ways: first, I have written a series of interconnecting stories that 
narrate my own experience, knowledge and identity positions in LLN, VET and reform 
(see below and Chapter 8); second, I have chosen to incorporate a visual narrative as a 
way of illustrating my interpretation of existing discursive formations. This visual 
narrative takes the form of a weather system. It is not intended to be scientific in its 
interpretation; rather, it is designed to offer an analogous way to illustrate an account of 
how discourses can create systems of meaning and potentially effect human behaviours. 
Further explanation of the poststructural position and methodological approaches 
underpinning this study are provided in Chapter 3.  
1.6 Research Questions 
This study asks: How has the climate of reform affected LLN teachers’ professional 
identities in Victorian VET? 
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To help answer this broad question, several supplementary questions have been devised: 
• What effect are contemporary policies and discourses of VET and LLN having on 
LLN teachers’ professional roles and identities? 
• How do these constructions relate to the beliefs of individual LLN teachers in their 
professional practice/s? 
• Where have LLN teachers been able to exercise a voice in contemporary reform? 
• To what extent can policy discourse and LLN practice be reconciled? 
1.7 Situating Myself as the Researcher 
Due to my experience in LLN, both as a teacher and manager of programs within a VET 
institution, it would be inappropriate to assume absolute neutrality as a researcher, not 
least because it was my own personal history in both LLN and VET that served as the 
catalyst for this study. Reflecting upon my 20-plus years working in the LLN field, I 
realised that I had occupied a place inside the system of reform described above. Through 
immersion in the many and often conflicting discourses that circulated inside and outside 
my VET institution, I forged certain identity positions as an LLN specialist.  
While conducting the fieldwork for this project I was working as a manager within a dual 
sector institution. My portfolio of management covered a range of adult education-type 
programs, including LLN, delivered across multiple campuses and in diverse locations. 
The following series of short, interconnected stories, offering a snapshot of my 
experience, illustrates this; they also serve as a window into my interest and drive to 
present this research. 
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Story 1. The Adult Education Teacher 
I started in Adult Education in 1993 as a sessional teacher in a regional TAFE 
institute, having come from mainstream education as a primary teacher. I 
commenced Adult Education amidst major reform in LLN at a federal 
government level that included the introduction of the CGEA as the first 
accredited LLN curricula. 
Sitting within the system, the climate of LLN reform was quite pronounced. 
The Australian Federal Government had injected a great deal of funding 
resources into LLN provision following the introduction of the Australian 
Language and Literacy Policy (1991). Although there was a prominent deficit 
discourse in terms of LLN, this climate presented many opportunities for new 
teaching practices.  
This marked the start of my long history of involvement with LLN. Due to extra funding, 
there was increased capacity for employment in the area. Having an accredited curriculum 
for the first time in LLN meant that there were many professional discussions in teaching 
and learning specific to adult learners. This was a vibrant space to work in. Keen to 
explore my capacities in this field, I quickly consolidated myself as an Adult Education 
Teacher. 
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Story 2. The Multiliteracies Teacher 
My story as a teacher continues. Visualising the CGEA as a multiliteracies 
framework, I customised programs for specific learner cohorts. These programs 
were not just about LLN skill development; just as important was the ability to 
allow learners to re-engage with education. The government provided liberal 
amounts of funding to these programs.  
Completing a minor Master of Education thesis in 2003 involved undertaking a 
research project titled ‘Unpacking the Literacy and Numeracy of Training 
Packages’. This experience provided me with two things. First, a realisation that, 
while I thought that I knew what adult literacy was, I did not. Like others, I had 
boxed adult literacy into a deficit construct, rather than seeing it in relation to the 
application of written and numerical skills across a whole range of levels and 
contexts. This new knowledge provided me with a new curiosity to create 
vocationally specific LLN programs customised to the immediate needs of 
vocational students.  
Within my workplace the LLN programs that we developed gained state-wide 
attention and we were asked to share our expertise and experience at numerous 
conferences and forums. The climate of LLN had well and truly changed. 
Government funding was still favourable and we were being increasingly 
accepted within the wider adult education space as LLN specialists. 
As this story illustrates, I made good use of new LLN knowledges and practices, as well 
as favourable funding conditions, to develop a range of multiliteracies based programs 
contextualised to meet the varying needs of learner cohorts. With recognition from both 
my VET institution and externally, I also managed to forge an identity as an expert LLN 
teacher. 
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Story 3. Leading the Charge of the State-Based Reform 
In 2008 I entered into management in the LLN field. 
The Victorian Labor Government led the way for VET reform in 2009. 
Although this reform resulted in significant policy changes within the wider 
VET system, compared to other discipline areas, there were minimal negative 
effects on LLN programs. Reinforcing the importance of LLN skills 
acquisition, the state government provided a relatively uncapped amount of 
funding for LLN programs. 
As a manager I made good use of this new funding policy by extending the 
suite of embedded LLN programs into most vocational areas within my 
institution. In general, I had positive buy-in from VET teachers and other 
managers. However, some LLN teachers exhibited resistance. I was 
challenging them to teach contextualised LLN programs in vocational training 
spaces to vocational students of all levels. Working in the same training space 
as the vocational teacher, this challenged some teachers’ perceptions of 
themselves as experts. Where did they fit as LLN teachers in a vocational 
space? 
In many ways, this experience re-positioned me within the system. I was now 
responsible for creating a range of internal procedures that I expected others to 
follow—I was responsible for creating a new discourse. Asking LLN teachers 
to move outside the confines of their traditional classrooms and programs 
meant that I was potentially challenging their teaching expertise and personal 
ideologies. 
Upon reflection, this probably marks the moment when I became interested in 
understanding LLN teachers’ professional identities. Although I was able to make use of 
my management position, knowledge and expertise to effect change, this was not a 
smooth undertaking and required significant organisational change. I witnessed, 
firsthand, the challenges that some teachers faced amidst this internal reform. Asking 
them to change their roles as LLN teachers challenged their professional identities. 
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Story 4. Whispers from Afar 
In 2013, LLN provision in my VET institution was still in a sound position, 
although there were some difficulties. State-based policy had remained 
favourable to the funding of LLN programs and the release of the National 
Strategy had not caused too many operational problems on the ground.  
That was when whispers about LLN reform started within Victoria. Citing 
financial unsustainability, the Victorian Liberal Government touted major 
reform in LLN provision. 
Bang! 6 August 2013 was a day to remember. On that day, the state government 
instigated massive reform to reduce LLN funding and bring all foundation 
programs in line with the rigid specifications of other VET courses. The 
reduction in per hour funding and the introduction of a two-course rule for 
foundation programs had the greatest negative effect. 
Just when I had successfully achieved the organisational change required to 
embed LLN into vocational areas, with teachers now on board, I had to go back 
to the drawing board and start again. 
Although I was still situated within the system and thus still able to create 
procedural changes affecting others, now I was attempting to respond to 
reforms that challenged my ideologies as an LLN professional. 
These brief, interconnecting stories, provide some background into my history and 
interest in LLN. Although my initial desire to understand LLN teacher identity was 
sparked by an observation of teachers’ behaviour within my own VET institution, this 
study has enabled me to examine the effects of reform from a broader perspective. My 
own LLN story is an important component of the study, but it is not the story. I 
acknowledge the need to remain constantly vigilant to ensure my own reflexivity as a 
researcher within the study and to prevent my own background and experience from 
clouding my interpretation of the discourses explored. 
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1.8 Rationale for this Study 
It has been shown that, at a national level, LLN as a topic of discussion, has evolved over 
the last 30 years, driven by a range of stakeholders. During this period, federal and state 
government activity has resulted in the introduction of numerous policies. Two high-
benchmarks of government activity, marked by the development of national policies, 
stand out: the first occurred in 1991 with the release of the Australian Language and 
Literacy Policy; 12  the second occurred in 2012 with the release of the National 
Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults.  
Providing a critical perspective on the discourse contained within the National 
Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults, Yasukawa and Black (2016) raised concerns about 
what they saw as an emerging gap between how ‘the Strategy represents the meanings 
and values of adult literacy and numeracy’ compared to the actual ACE perception of 
LLN ‘based on ... professional engagement in the field and research’ (p. 20). 
Acknowledging that the ACE voice was clearly under-represented in contemporary 
policy, Yasukawa and Black contended that there existed a significant difference due to 
the ‘construction of unequal power relations’ (p. 20) between stakeholder groups. 
Whereas the Australian Language and Literacy Policy had reflected a significant ACE 
voice (Australian Council for Adult Literacy, 1998), the National Foundation Skills 
Strategy for Adults was largely formulated by what Yasukawa and Black (2016) described 
as ‘policy making at a distance’ (p. 19). They concluded that industry had become the 
most influential stakeholder in the National Strategy rather than ACE, who they described 
as the ‘voices from the margins’ (p. 20).  
Prior to the release of the National Strategy, Black and Yasukawa (2010) raised concerns 
that ‘adult literacy stood at the crossroads’ (p. 53) of reform. Following its release, their 
view on the current positioning of LLN changed: although the discourse of foundation 
took LLN in a certain direction, they contended that, as a sector, the ACE voice sat on the 
periphery of reform. My study attempts to reclaim part of this voice by representing the 
voice of practice of those who sit at the ‘coal face’ of LLN reform in VET. In support of 
this type of approach, Cara, Litster, Swain and Vorhaus (2008) claimed that it is critical 
to consider the attitudes of teachers towards any educational reform in which they are 
                                                                
12 Hereafter, the Australian Language and Literacy Policy will be referred to as the National Policy. 
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involved. The opportunity to be involved in this study supports LLN specialists to become 
more ‘aware of their own belief systems underlying their own philosophies and 
perspectives on teaching but also [to] reflect on how their pedagogical identities are 
constructed in the social and political context in which they work’ (Morton, McGuire & 
Baynham, 2006, p. 13). 
On the issue of VET teacher identity, Chappell (1998a; 1998b) claimed that the 
dominance of economic discourses in the education sphere was attempting to construct 
new realities for teachers. Chappell argued that asking teachers to take up different 
professional practices was, in effect, asking them to become different teachers; that is, to 
(potentially) change their identities. Although dated, this claim is of particular 
contemporary relevance since LLN teachers in the VET arena have been subject to 
constant policy changes that have challenged their expertise and professional knowledge 
(Widin, Yasukawa & Chodkiewicz, 2012). Adding to this commentary, Hamilton (2012) 
stated that teachers in LLN ‘have felt outside the processes of consultation and decision-
making but have had to deal with the chaotic or contradictory effects of policies, which 
seem to arrive (and leave) without explanation’ (p. 14). 
This study seeks to foreground the voice of LLN specialists currently working within 
VET. By seeking to listen to their perceptions and experiences of reform, this study 
intends to illuminate the identity construction of LLN teachers in Victorian VET 
institutions. Despite being a small numeric sample of the LLN specialist workforce, it is 
anticipated that this voice will be loud enough to be considered in both academic and 
political spheres.  
1.9 Thesis Structure: Summary of Each Chapter  
The purpose of this introductory chapter has been to set the scene for the study. I have 
provided a broad overview of reform that included a snapshot of the contemporary 
national and state-based VET systems and changes to LLN policies. I have outlined the 
theoretical framework and methodology underpinning my study, namely 
poststructuralism and narrative inquiry, being the most appropriate to support my field of 
inquiry and allow me to seek answers to my research questions. Finally, I have situated 
myself as a participant within the system of reform, mindful of the reflexive actions that 
I need to adopt at all stages of the research. 
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To demonstrate the flow of the study, this section provides an overview of the content and 
purpose of each of the chapters within the thesis. 
Chapter 2: Academic Understandings of the Relationship between Policy, Practice and 
Teacher Identity 
This chapter explores a range of academic positions pertaining to teacher voice, LLN 
policy, neoliberal policy reform, teaching practices and teacher identity. Recognising the 
importance of historical discourses potentially influencing teacher identity (Chappell, 
1999), this chapter traces the evolution of national LLN policy over a 30-year period, 
discussing it as three distinct windows of time that have reflected dominant yet different 
discourses. Understanding that Australia sits within a globalised society, this chapter links 
the relationship between LLN policy to other worldwide policy discourses within the 
constructs of lifelong learning, adult education and VET. 
Focusing primarily on neoliberalism, Chapter 2 explores the intentions of policy as a 
discourse reflecting dominant LLN stakeholder groups in Australia. It explores how 
neoliberal policies in LLN have brought about changed teaching practices and attempted 
to alter the roles of teachers in VET. The chapter also introduces a range of academic 
positions around professional identity, paying particular attention to: the relationship 
between role and identity; the dynamic and multiple nature of identity; and the effects of 
agency on identity. 
Chapter 3: Theorising the Study 
Chapter 3 provides the theoretical and methodological overview framing the study. 
Presented as qualitative research, this chapter details the relevance of poststructural 
theory to understanding LLN teacher identity. The primary focus for understanding 
teacher identity is grounded within Foucault’s theory of discourse, specifically, how it 
operates within relations of power using three theoretical lenses: biopower, disciplinary 
power and pastoral power. This chapter explains how various concepts within Foucault’s 
tool of subjectivity can be applied to understand how power–knowledge interact to create 
specific identities. 
My decision to use Narrative Inquiry to illuminate the voice of practice as the stories of 
LLN specialists unfold is explained in Chapter 3. To generate themes from these stories, 
I used the Discourse Analytic Method (Talja 1999; 1996), as it provided a structure to 
take the data from being individually based to a collection of language repertoires that 
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could be used for content analysis. This chapter also provides a detailed rationale of my 
choice of methodology: making use of the basic tenets of narrative inquiry to create my 
own visual narrative of a weather system, I explain how this construct allows me to show 
the relationship between poststructuralism, Foucault’s theory of power and the layers of 
discourse, and how this, in turn, illustrates the discursive formations in existence in LLN 
teachers’ worlds.  
Chapter 4: Capturing the Voice of Practice 
This chapter represents the participant’s stories, collectively grouped as the voice of 
practice, prior to the application of any poststructural lenses. Using the discourse analytic 
method (Talja 1999; 1996), this chapter positions the participants’ language repertoires 
across three layers of discourse—macro (societal), meso (institutional) and micro 
(individual).  
Chapter 5: Understanding Relations of Power between the LLN Teachers and the State 
Having already positioned the ‘voice of practice’ within three layers of discourse, this 
chapter examines the relationship between this oral discourse and various written 
discourses. Discussed as relations of power, both biopower13 and disciplinary power are 
used to understand the relationships between the discourses at both societal and 
institutional levels. Biopower provides the opportunity to determine how the relations of 
power at a societal level have led to the emergence of the discourse of a literacy crisis in 
contemporary times. Disciplinary power follows; it shows the effects that these relations 
of power have had on the professional roles of teachers within VET institutions that have 
attempted to normalise them into specific codes of behaviour. A build-up of pressure over 
time created a climate of reform in VET and LLN, leading to significant changes in 
government driven policies. This, in turn, created changes to institute-led directives. 
Tracing these discourses as relations of power shows how these changes significantly 
affected the practices and roles of LLN teachers working in VET. 
                                                                
13  It is noted that there are some academic criticisms to using Foucault’s biopower as a basis to 
understanding modern forms of power. The rationale behind my decision to use biopower is elaborated 
in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 6: Understanding the Relationship between the Teachers and the LLN 
Learners 
This chapter is the final in the trilogy that examines the participants’ language within 
Foucault’s relations of power. In Chapters 4 and 5, these relations were examined from a 
societal and institutional viewpoint; however, this chapter uses pastoral power 14  to 
determine how individuals respond to the effects of disciplinary power. Making use of 
pastoral power provides the opportunity to explore the consciousness of the subject. This 
chapter considers how teachers have responded to the changed roles they have been 
compelled to take up as a result of reform. In doing so, this chapter explores the 
subjectivity of teachers, including when and how agency has been used as a way to 
negotiate policy reform. 
Chapter 7: Assigned Roles and Chosen Identities: Emerging at the Intersection of 
Policy and Practice 
Reform does not simply change what people do: it also changes who they are. The 
possibilities for who they may become are also changed as part of the process (Ball, 
2003). It follows that being immersed within VET and LLN policy significantly affected 
teachers’ professional identities. This chapter provides the pinnacle of the application of 
Foucault’s tools of analysis by determining the types of identity positions that have 
emerged as a result of reform. Reinforcing the importance of LLN teachers’ voices, the 
discussion explores the extent to which these voices have been simultaneously restricted 
and enabled in policy and practice. Finally, given that the basis of this discussion has been 
to understand what has been generated at the intersection of policy and practice, 
consideration is given to the extent to which policy and practice can be reconciled. 
 
 
                                                                
14 It is noted that there are some academic criticisms to using Foucault’s pastoral power as a basis to 
understanding modern forms of power. The rationale behind my decision to use pastoral power is 
elaborated in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions and Final Observations: Understanding the Climate of Reform 
through the Eyes of Practice 
In this final chapter, I discuss a range of key messages and conclusions that have emerged 
as a result of this study. The poststructural lenses of biopower, disciplinary power and 
pastoral power revealed different findings in relation to professional identity. While each 
lens showed that reform affected LLN teachers’ roles and practices, each also revealed an 
interconnected yet different perception of identity. Here I argue that using a weather 
system analogy to make sense of discourses within relations of power provides a useful 
visualisation strategy suggestive of two main things: that all discourses connect in some 
way from broad society, to policy, to institutional and personal; and, that power–
knowledge emanates from all facets of society. 
*** 
This chapter has provided an introduction to this study and to myself as the researcher. 
Providing a critical overview of the body of academic literature related to the themes 
within this study, the next chapter explores a wide range of literature encompassing the 
areas of voice, policy, practice and identity.
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Chapter 2:  
Academic Understandings of the Relationship between  
Policy, Practice and Teacher Identity 
As established in Chapter 1, this research seeks to investigate the professional identities 
of Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) teachers amidst government policy reform 
in both Vocational Education and Training (VET) and LLN. A critical examination of the 
key literature related to the research problem supports this aim. This chapter reviews the 
literature under four broad headings: teacher voice, policy as discourse, the effect of 
policy on teaching practice and teacher identity. Commencing with teacher voice, the 
review explores academic understandings of voice and the extent to which these have 
been used to inform research and policy. The chapter then examines policy as discourse 
within the specific context of national LLN policy reform. Following on from this, the 
review highlights the relationship between LLN policy and the broader policies of 
lifelong learning, adult education and VET. Finally, literature specific to professional 
teaching practices and how these have been affected by reform is examined. An 
explanation of how this study will contribute to the existing body of academic knowledge 
is offered by way of conclusion. 
Chapter 1 highlighted what has been described as a declining LLN practitioner voice in 
policy and research (Harris & Morrison, 2011; Hargreaves & Moore, 2005; Yasukawa & 
Black, 2016; Angus et al., 2013). As will be explained in Chapter 3, this study sees teacher 
voice as a distinct form of discourse. Government policy is also seen as a form of 
discourse. This view of government policy, as Overton (2006) and Ball (1994) have 
contended, reflects the strategic discursive actions of governments to gain support for 
national ideologies and the emerging needs of society. Tracing the evolution of LLN 
policy will show how Australian governments have used policies to create and 
disseminate dominant literacies reflective of the ideologies and social visions of 
Australian society (Overton, 2006). Despite the high number of policies in both VET and 
LLN, this study understands that the formation of teacher identity is not only affected by 
contemporary policies. By conducting a broad-ranging review of government policies, 
this study provides a wider context through which to understand the discursive influences 
on teacher identity over time (Bell & Stevenson, 2006; Chappell, 1999). This approach 
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fits with poststructuralism, as this theory is interested in the folding and unfolding of 
history and in the movement from one reform period to the next that create new realities 
(Davies & Bansel, 2007). Conceived as three distinct policy windows—1986–1997; 
1997–2009; 2010–2016—this chapter traces the evolution of LLN policy over a 30-year 
period. 
Official policies are primarily created by federal and state governments; however, this 
study is interested in the extent to which other voices influence [through and by language] 
the intention of policy. As Chappell (1998a) observed, the ‘power of policy to construct 
realities for people working in the institutions of education is not only derived from its 
location within government but is also enhanced by wider discourses that circulate outside 
of government’ (p. 24). With regard to LLN, these other voices have included industry 
and the Adult and Community Education (ACE) sector. Within the context of this study, 
‘government’ refers to federal and state governments and associated governmental 
agencies; ‘industry’ is seen as a collective term that includes the national Industry Skills 
Councils (ISCs) and employment agencies and employer bodies; and ACE represents 
national and state peak bodies such as Adult Learning Australia (ALA), the Australian 
Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL) and the Victorian Adult Literacy and Basic Education 
Council (VALBEC) or their predecessor organisations. 
Overton (2006) claimed that national policies are increasingly informed by global 
economies and international sources, including: the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the European Commission and the European Union 
(EU). Alongside these influences, Welch (1996) maintained that international education 
reform was increasingly influencing the national context. He asserted that ‘one can no 
longer understand reforms in Australian education in isolation from similar reforms 
elsewhere’ (p. xii). Overton (2006) concurred, adding that ‘what happens in other Western 
nations is mirrored in part by the Australian situation’ (p. 19). 
As a prelude to understanding academic notions of teacher identity, gaining insight into 
the effects of policy reform on professional practice has been a valuable exercise. 
Academic commentary reflects a shared understanding that the increasing prominence of 
neoliberal policies throughout many sectors of society, including education, has led to 
changes in practices for teachers. 
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2.1 Teacher Voice 
Making sense of LLN teachers’ voices, as a distinct form of discourse, is a key feature of 
this study. Raymond, Butt and Townsend (1992) reinforced the importance of teacher 
voice by stating that ‘in a political sense, the notion of teacher’s voice addresses the right 
to speak and be represented’ (p. 57). Britzman (2003) signalled his assent, adding that 
‘voice permits participation in the social world’ (p. 34). 
According to Britzman (2003), there are both individual and social dimensions to voice. 
Although voice primarily sits within the individual, it also allows individuals to 
participate socially within a community. Britzman (2003) explained that: 
Finding the words, speaking for oneself, and feeling heard by others are all part 
of this process … Voice suggests relationships: the individual’s relationship to 
the meaning of her/his experiences and hence to language, and the individual’s 
relationship to the other, since understanding is a social process. (p. 34) 
There is a body of literature (Raymond et al., 1992; Britzman, 2003) that suggests that 
voice, as a medium for communication, is more complex than what people say: it is also 
about how they say it. Referring specifically to the voice of teachers, Raymond et al. 
(1992) explained that the ‘notion of the teacher’s voice is important in that it carries the 
tone, the language, the quality, the feelings that are conveyed by the way a teacher speaks’ 
(p. 57). The authors further explained that voice is not a fixed and singular entity: rather, 
it is multiple and can change according to the situational environment in which teachers 
interact. Britzman (2003) shared a similar perspective, stating that ‘voice is always 
contingent upon shifting relationships among the words we speak, the practices we 
construct, and the communities within which we interact’ (p. 34). 
The notion of voice as an analytical tool is broad and subject to various interpretations. 
Navarro’s (1992) tri-perspective viewpoint of voice analysis as both individual and 
collective offers a useful starting point. Linked to Britzman’s (2003) understanding of 
voice as providing permission for the individual to participate in the social world, Navarro 
(1992) endorsed the value of analysing voice within the context of personal development. 
This meant that understanding one’s own voice was synonymous with coming to know 
the power of one’s own mind. Analysing voice in this way provides the opportunity to 
explore the extent to which teachers believe that their individual voices have power within 
reform. Voice can also be seen as representative action (Navarro, 1992). Building on the 
understanding of one’s voice as a vehicle of power, Navarro’s first perspective, this 
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second perspective is based on the premise that, although the individual voice has the 
ability to influence those who have power within reform, it may or may not lead to change 
(Navarro, 1992). Finally, voice can be seen as collectively political. This third perspective 
focuses on the empowerment of a critical individual to actively participate as part of a 
collective critical voice (Navarro, 1992; Raymond et al., 1992). Whereas the first 
perspective is based on self-belief, the second and third perspectives concentrate on levels 
of activism and provide the opportunity to analyse whether and in what ways teachers’ 
voices have influenced reform.  
There are differing academic positions regarding the degree to which teachers’ voices 
have been historically valued within reform. Although dated, Navarro’s (1992) research 
brought to light the perception that there has been increasing recognition of the potential 
of teachers’ voices to policy and research. Navarro welcomed this shift in traditional 
thinking which suggested that educational researchers and reformers had ‘recognised that 
change won’t happen by telling teachers what to do in their classrooms, rather they see 
the importance of inviting teachers’ voices, experience, and knowledge into problem 
solving’ (p. 2). 
A decade later, academics such as Hargreaves and Moore (2005) offered a counter 
perspective. While acknowledging that documenting and analysing teachers’ experiences 
had become a rapidly expanding field of research, they argued that much of this research 
had not been appropriately taken up and used by policymakers. Further, Hargreaves and 
Moore claimed that often policymakers had deliberately sought to suppress teacher’s 
voices because they felt that teachers generally spoke from a moral standpoint: 
policymakers were concerned that the moral position of teachers could be interpreted as 
politically radical—a form of resistance to change—that would be counterproductive to 
the intentions and strategies of official policy.  
By contrast, Freire (1983) would have welcomed LLN teachers’ voices and defended 
their right to use their own stories ‘to enter into political debates and challenge the 
authority of others … to tell the educational story’ (p. 460). To Connelly and Clandinin 
(1990, 1996), narratives facilitate the construction and reconstruction of personal and 
social stories of educational experience. They argued that teachers, as storytellers, are 
characters in their own and other’s stories and that their experiences are not only moral 
but intellectual, providing a unique account of a professional knowledge landscape and 
thereby contributing to educational research. 
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This section has provided a critical overview of the notion of teacher voice and how it 
has been used to inform research and policy in the education sector. Focusing on both the 
individual and social dimensions of voice, commentators have offered varied viewpoints 
on the extent to which teachers’ voices have been promoted or thwarted within research 
and policy development. 
2.2 Policy as Discourse 
Policy is also affected by power relations (Edwards, 2008). An understanding of the 
relationship between policy and the formation of teacher identity is thus pivotal to this 
study. 
2.2.1 The windows of LLN reform: reflecting dominant literacies within Australia 
A range of academic commentary has offered viewpoints highlighting the discursive 
strategies and intents that sit within policy. This section turns to an analysis of LLN policy 
development over a 30-year period (1987–2016) presented as three distinct reform 
windows. As part of ongoing LLN reform in Australia, there have been various forms of 
written communication that are reflective of dominant literacies—government policies, 
industry documentation and academic research. These have been promoted by distinct 
stakeholder groups—government, industry and the Adult Community Education (ACE) 
sector. Tracing policy discourse over time aligns with a poststructuralist understanding 
that identities are formed via interaction with both historical and contemporary discourses 
(Davies & Bansel, 2007; Chappell, 1999).  
Although there is evidence of overlap between time periods, for discussion purposes this 
review has conceptualised the reform windows as: 
• the window of realised literacy deficits: 1987–1996 
• the window of multiliteracies: 1997–2009 
• the window of foundation for economic prosperity: 2010–2016. 
2.2.1.1 The window of realised literacy deficits (1987–1996) 
The late 1980s were a turning point in the evolving understanding of literacy as a 
discourse in Australian society. It was during this time that the discourses of literacy and 
deficit became inextricably linked as a way to understand LLN within Australia. Noted 
LLN academic, Wickert’s 1989 work, ‘No Single Measure’, was a landmark report in 
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altering the discourse of LLN. She found that approximately 10 per cent, or 1.4 million 
Australian adults, were deficient in LLN skills. Wickert’s report dispelled the popular 
belief that there were no significant LLN issues in Australia and that any deficiencies 
were confined to adults of non-English speaking backgrounds. It followed the release of 
the National Policy on Languages in 1987 compiled by Lo Bianco. Although the term 
‘literacy’ was not specifically used in this policy, it was the first national policy statement 
in Australia related to adult literacy, and was, therefore, significant. Lo Bianco and 
Wickert’s contributions were instrumental in informing the subsequent release of the 
Australian Language and Literacy Policy, 1991–1996 (ACAL, 1998).  
Before long, LLN discourse promoted by the federal government shifted from language 
to literacy, incorporating ideas about how all adults used literacy/numeracy in their 
everyday lives (ACAL, 1998). Wickert’s (1989) report, having exposed the prevalence of 
LLN issues across a wider cross-section of the adult population than previously thought, 
intensified the discourse of literacy as deficit, but this reality was not unique to Australia. 
Compared to many other OECD countries, Australia responded quickly to deficit literacy 
issues. A new national policy, accompanied by an unprecedented injection of government 
funds designed to lift adult LLN standards, was soon developed (Castleton, Sanguinetti 
& Falk, 2001; Griffin, Pollock, Corneille & Fitzpatrick, 1997). 
This first reform window was characterised by the introduction of linked ideas of literacy 
and deficit, a language that gained prominence within education policy. The other main 
identifying feature is that, although the voice of government was evident through a wide 
range of policy activity, there was also a significant ACE research voice (Wickert, 1989, 
Lo Bianco, 1987) informing policy development. 
2.2.1.2 The window of multiliteracies (1997–2009) 
In contrast to the early 1990s, which can be characterised as a time of significant policy 
formation and funding initiatives led by the federal government, from 1997 onwards 
government played a lesser role, resulting in minimal focus on LLN policy and a 
reduction in funding at a national level (Balatti, Black & Falk, 2006). It is significant that 
Australia, unlike other countries, did not develop any national LLN policies during this 
period (Castleton, Sanguinetti & Falk, 2001). 
Instead, the period 1997–2009 witnessed increasing levels of academic commentary and 
critique regarding deficit, which was now seen as a dated discourse (McHugh, Nevard & 
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Taylor, 2001). Concern was expressed that federal government funds, albeit limited, were 
being spent on the provision of LLN to special needs groups, which reinforced the 
perception that a lack of LLN skills was seen as a handicap for those with illiteracy issues 
(McHugh, Nevard & Taylor, 2001; ACAL, 2001). Concerns were also raised regarding 
what was perceived as an inseparable link between the discourses of literacy and deficit. 
The contention was that the discourse of literacy, often inaccurately perceived as illiteracy 
by the wider community, carried too much baggage (Figgis, 2004). Seen as a set of 
discrete skills, some academics believed that discourses of literacy falsely implied what 
people could not do, or what skills they lacked, especially when combined with discourses 
of deficit (Suda, 2002; Shore, 2001).  
Castleton (1998) weighed into this debate by alleging that the deficit discourse had been 
a deliberate strategy of the government to shift their responsibility for declining LLN 
standards by shifting the blame towards the workers in Australian society. This argument 
held that, through the use of neoliberalist policy strategies, the intent was to encourage 
employees to become more responsible for correcting their own LLN deficits (Edwards, 
2008; Barros, 2012). Castleton (1998) went further, contending that the intent was to 
remove the responsibility of low LLN skills from government and to ‘locate blame for 
the constructed problem of poor economic performance with individuals (or groups of 
individuals, namely workers)’ (p. 34). 
This second reform window is also characterised by the emergence of the language of 
multiliteracies. This new language, led by academic commentary, changed the perception 
of LLN by shifting away from the dominance of written or printed text and 
acknowledging the various other ways that literacy was used (New London Group, 1996) 
within a wide range of social and cultural contexts (Cope & Kalantzis, 2011; 2000). 
Multiliteracies was based on an understanding of the complex needs of society which 
necessitated people engaging in a range of non-text based literacies, such as oral, visual 
and information literacies (Bright, Schirato & Yell, 2000). 
The discourse of multiliteracies was supported by numerous noted Australian academics 
(Foster & Beddie, 2005; Somerville, 2008; Black, 2001). Black (2001) observed that the 
term ‘multiliteracies’ was an appropriate description that emphasised the reality that 
contemporary society required people to have many literacies (rather than only one 
literacy). Somerville (2008) concurred, adding that multiliteracies incorporated the ability 
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for adults to transition between various forms of literacy and apply them across a range 
of contexts. 
Alongside this multi-dimensional and multi-contextual understanding, commentators 
reinforced the co-existence between LLN and social skills. There was a growing 
understanding that literacy development and LLN activity to address perceived 
deficiencies was optimised when it took place within various networks, involving shared 
norms and the cooperative engagements that occurred in and among groups of people (Lo 
Bianco, 2001; ABS, 2004, in Balatti, Black & Falk, 2006). This was seen as an important 
element of social capital. The ideas of facilitating LLN development in the context of 
relationships and networking was based on an emerging understanding that the 
development of literacy involved social practices, such as talking, action, interaction, 
values, beliefs, goals, purposes, aspirations and ideas (Balatti, Black & Falk, 2006; 
Lankshear, 1998), all of which were considered to be essential functions occurring within 
group interactions (Shore & Searle, 2010; Black, 2007; Waterhouse & Virgona, 2005). 
It was during this time that ACE vocalised concern about the lack of government attention 
to the development of contemporary LLN policy, one that reflected the multimodal 
approach required for twenty-first century needs (Hartley & Horne, 2006; Somerville, 
2008; McDougall, 2010; Cope & Kalantzis, 2011). Whereas in 1991 Australia had been 
at the vanguard in terms of literacy and numeracy policy, it was now lagging at least a 
decade behind countries such as Great Britain, Canada, the United States and New 
Zealand (Castleton, Falk & Sanguinetti, 2001). 
Due largely to government inactivity, there were numerous literacy interpretations in use 
in Australia (Lonsdale & McCurry, 2004; Waterhouse & Virgona, 2005) by various 
stakeholders, such as community members, employers, teachers and academics, rather 
than a single unified national approach. Given that a range of new literacies had emerged, 
Lonsdale and McCurry (2004) argued that a review of national policy was urgently 
required. Perkins (2009) warned that, in spite of the necessity of federal government 
leadership and activity to refocus LLN and bridge the divide between the numerous 
stakeholders groups, achieving this outcome could be problematic. Bartlett (2008) put 
forward a similar perspective, claiming that since individual stakeholder interpretations 
were ‘socially interested and politically motivated constructions’ (p. 740) it would be 
difficult to achieve in an all-encompassing government policy. 
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This second window has been characterised by the emergence of multiliteracies as a way 
to explain the range and complexities of an adult’s literacy and numeracy skills. As we 
have seen, while there was considerable ACE academic commentary on LLN issues 
during this period, government played a minor role. 
2.2.1.3 The window of foundation for economic prosperity (2010–2016) 
This section describes the contemporary policy landscape that LLN teachers worked in 
during the period 2010 to 2016. Characterised by the emergence of the words ‘foundation’ 
and ‘skills’ in the language about literacy, this period has resulted in significant LLN 
policy reform by federal and Victorian state governments. Foundation skills are described 
by both levels of government as ‘the generic skills, including language, literacy, numeracy 
and employability skills that underpin the acquisition of more technical or vocational 
skills’ (Wignall, 2015, p. 7). Although this reform period can be characterised by the re-
intensification of the government voice, industry has also emerged as an influential 
stakeholder informing policy. The same cannot be said for the ACE sector, which has had 
limited involvement in the policy development (Yasukawa & Black, 2016). 
Although the link between LLN and the workplace as a context for multiliteracies had 
been acknowledged by both ACE and government for some time, it was not until 2010 
that industry became active in LLN policy debates. Industry activity included the release 
of a series of national reports calling on the federal government to act on survey findings 
that showed declining literacy and numeracy standards among Australian adults, as these 
were seen to be adversely affecting economic productivity within workplaces. Compared 
to other stakeholder groups, industry was less concerned about whether policy contained 
a shared definition of literacy; its focus was on actions (not words) to raise LLN standards 
among adult Australians (Perkins, 2009; Industry Skills Council ISC, 2011; Australian 
Industry Group, 2012; Australian Industry Group, 2010). 
Alongside calls from industry, other stakeholders continued to express frustration 
regarding the lack of national LLN policy. From an academic perspective, Mendelovits 
(2012) described the federal government’s level of activity as ‘intermittent at best’ (p. 1), 
observing that, although there had been a surge in the late 1980s and early 1990s, what 
followed was a ‘hiatus until about 2010’ (p. 1). Representing the concerns of ACE, Adult 
Learning Australia (2012) released a report claiming that Australia’s lack of policy 
response to LLN reflected a twentieth-century approach to a twenty-first century problem.  
42 
As part of overall VET reform, Victoria led the way in terms of government activity 
related to renewed policy. Prior to the federal government’s adoption of the foundation 
skills discourse as a way to locate LLN within contemporary policy, the Victorian 
Government coined the phrase ‘foundation programs’ to describe a cluster of LLN, 
English language, disability and Indigenous courses linked by specific funding 
specifications (Victorian Skills Commission, 2009). Although the term ‘foundation’ was 
used by both levels of government, there were some distinct variations between the two 
interpretations. For example, the federal government disseminated the foundation 
discourse in relatively linear terms, using explicit language that linked LLN skill 
development to employability (SCOTESE, 2012), whereas the government in Victoria 
displayed a broader understanding of foundation, incorporating LLN for employment but 
also recognising other types of foundational needs of adults. This was most evident in the 
inclusion of Indigenous and disability programs into the foundation programs cluster, as 
these emphasised community inclusion and cultural heritages (SCOTESE, 2012). 
The Federal Government’s linear interpretation of the foundation language, combined 
with industry’s increased influence on government policy, ignited a range of academic 
commentary. Black and Yasukawa (2010) expressed concern that the explicit use of the 
foundation discourse within an employment context was a way of simplifying discussion 
about adult LLN. In later research, they added that, although it had not always been the 
case, current adult LLN education programs had become positioned by policy that 
privileged a dominant foundation discourse of literacy/numeracy into acting in a service 
role for industry (Black & Yasukawa, 2014) rather than as a standalone set of skills and 
attributes. Whereas, during the previous era, LLN was promoted as a fundamental 
element of social capital (Balatti, Black & Falk, 2006), the rise of a foundation discourse 
linked to industry saw LLN become associated with human capital needs. The National 
Strategy’s explicit economistic and neoliberal focus further reinforced the importance of 
human capital; the language of foundation promoted the development of technical LLN 
skills among adults to increase their value within the marketplace (Millman, 2016; 
Connell, 2013; Balatti, Black & Falk, 2009; Shore & Searle, 2010). 
Describing LLN in terms of foundation skills also raised concerns among academics. 
Wignall and Roberts (2010) claimed that a louder and more influential industry voice had 
re-established the deficit discourse that the ACE sector had fought to dispel in the 
previous era. Prior to the release of the National Strategy, Perkins (2009) foreshadowed 
this with her claim that the use of the term ‘foundation skills’ could have negative 
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connotations by associating literacy with a deficit discourse. Perkin’s concern was 
realised in a range of industry-based statements that explicitly promoted international 
survey data as evidence of a deficit in LLN skills (Industry Skills Council ISC, 2011; 
Australian Industry Group, 2012; Australian Industry Group, 2010). Later, the National 
Strategy used a similar strategy (SCOTESE, 2012) effectively promoting the discourse of 
foundation as deficit. Echoing Perkins’ concern, Wignall and Roberts (2010) cautioned 
that the new foundation skills discourse should not be interpreted by industry as only 
comprising low-level or single skills, as it also comprised high-level, critical skills that 
underpinned all other vocational learning. 
As has been established, there was considerable debate in Australia regarding LLN from 
the late 1980s onwards. These debates resulted in LLN being conceived in a range of 
different ways, including literacy, deficit, multiliteracies and foundation. Moreover, 
although the three main stakeholders—government, industry and ACE—each contributed 
to these debates, the intensity of their voices waxed and waned during this time.  
2.2.2 Worldwide policies influencing Australia’s LLN policy 
There is an established body of academic commentary linking national LLN policy to 
global discourses and policies. As part of living in a globalised world, Australia’s 
education policies have been influenced by, and have also influenced, worldwide 
discourses surrounding lifelong learning, VET and adult education (Ball, 2003; Dempsey, 
2013). Jarvis (1999) described globalisation as a complex phenomenon directly related to 
the power of worldwide economic institutions such as the OECD and the World Bank. In 
later research, Jarvis (2010) added that, due to globalisation, ‘society has become 
reflexive and the knowledge that people acquire is no longer certain and established 
forever—its value lies in its enabling them to live in this rapidly changing society’ 
(p. 349). Both Welch (1996) and Overton (2006) claimed that the requirement to become 
reflexive and adaptive to change has had a causal relationship on changes to national 
education policies which, in turn, have affected LLN policy. This section examines 
academic commentary linking LLN policy to global developments in lifelong learning, 
adult education and VET.  
2.2.2.1 Lifelong learning policy 
Originally described as ‘lifelong education’, the notion of ‘lifelong learning’ was initially 
put forward by UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
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Organisation) in the 1960s to promote education as lifelong and an individual human right 
(Hamilton, 2012). However, due to global impacts and changing neoliberal discourses, 
the original UNESCO vision was eclipsed by policy texts of other more economically 
focused agencies such as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD), the European Union (EU) and the World Bank (Bowl, 2014). As a result, the 
language of lifelong learning has progressively emerged as a tool for reform to modernise 
national training and education systems (Field, 2001; Hamilton, 2012) with an explicit 
focus on developing a more productive and efficient workforce (Field, 2006). 
Evidence of a causal relationship between lifelong learning and national LLN policies 
can be seen in the similar trend, highlighted in the previous section, whereby dominant 
literacies progressively moved towards LLN language focused on workforce 
development. Whereas the National Policy, released in 1991, reinforced a dominant 
literacy language describing LLN as fundamental to personal growth and social progress, 
the National Strategy, released in 2012, reflected a different dominant literacy by 
describing foundation skills in more economistic terms and linking literacy development 
to employment outcomes.  
2.2.2.2 Adult education policy 
There are strong connections between the language of lifelong learning, adult education 
and LLN policy. Highlighting the relationship between lifelong learning and adult 
education, Bowl (2014) stated that the ‘global discourse of lifelong learning and the uses 
to which the term has been put have crucially influenced adult education in the past 30 
years’ (p. 18). Driven mostly by the effects of globalisation, adult education has become 
a central issue in national policies on education, economy and welfare (Rubenson, 2006). 
Since LLN is an integral component of the wider adult education paradigm, this has, in 
turn, affected national LLN policy development. Chapter 1 described the relationship 
between adult education and LLN within an Australian context. Similar relationships exist 
worldwide as reinforced by a UNESCO (2009a) statement that ‘adult learning and 
education are located at the heart of a necessary paradigm shift towards lifelong learning 
for all and … adult literacy ... occupies centre stage with respect to international policy 
initiatives and lifelong learning programs’ (p. 14). 
However, situating adult education within a lifelong learning paradigm can be 
problematic due to its multiple meanings and conceptions. Milana (2012) and Biesta 
(2006) have argued that, because of the effects of globalisation, neoliberalism and 
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changing national priorities, and because lifelong learning and adult education constantly 
evolve to keep pace with emerging trends and societal needs, there can be no fixed body 
of knowledge related to either. Due to the growing diversity of adult education in terms 
of goals, processes, organisational structures, curriculum, pedagogy and learners, this 
raises questions about what adult education signifies, and who can claim the role and the 
identity of the adult educator (Edwards, 2007). As such, the notion of what defines the 
ACE sector as a whole is problematic, as the body of expert knowledge that binds ACE 
teachers together as a profession takes on many forms and is also subject to change (Nicoll 
& Edwards, 2012; Jarvis, 2004).  
Further complicating this picture, learning as a discourse has also become a contested and 
poorly understood concept (Hager, 2004). In part, this is due to the change in policy 
discourse from student to learner. The term ‘student’, although considered by some to be 
dated, has a clear location, role and identity; students belong within an institutional 
setting. By contrast, ‘learners’ can be construed as de-territorialised, individual and 
flexible consumers (Edwards, 2010). Traditionally, learning took place in ‘spaces of 
enclosure’, such as schools and classrooms, and students were taught using a fixed 
curriculum. Contemporary discourses of lifelong learning, VET and LLN view learning 
as something that occurs in and through a range of social practices, which means that 
learning is no longer confined by spaces of enclosure (Usher & Edwards, 2007; Guthrie, 
2004).  
2.2.2.3 VET policy 
The significance of Australian VET as a national education and training system was 
outlined in the previous chapter. According to Harris, Simons and Clayton (2005), the 
scope and nature of the reforms that VET teachers have faced in recent times have forced 
them to shift their habits, beliefs, values, skills and knowledge. As part of the wider VET 
workforce, LLN teachers ‘have had to negotiate these discursive struggles and tensions’ 
(Campbell, 2009, p.11) as well. 
With the rise of neoliberal policy, Ball (2003) argued that the global education 
environment, including LLN, had become increasingly driven by market-focused 
economies and right-wing political agendas. He claimed that education reform had spread 
across the globe like a policy ‘epidemic’, an unstable flood of closely related reform ideas 
permeating and reorienting education systems in diverse social and political locations. 
According to Ball, this epidemic was being ‘carried by powerful agents such as the World 
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Bank and the OECD’ (p. 215). In Australia, contemporary VET policy is premised on an 
understanding that education is paramount to the needs of the global and national market. 
This implies that, as part of VET provision, the state should adopt a minimal role in the 
development of social capital, and concentrate instead on human capital, promoting the 
individual as an enterprise—a self-maximising productive unit operating in an economic 
market (Ball, 2009).  
This section has reviewed a range of academic commentary centred on the strategies and 
intentions of policy, particularly the rise of neoliberal policy. It has explored how 
dominant literacies have been reflected through national reforms, and how national 
education policies have been influenced by wider lifelong learning, adult education and 
VET constructs. The following section examines academic commentary on the effect of 
policy on the professional practices of teachers within the VET system. 
2.3 The Effects of Neoliberal LLN on Changed Professional Practice 
So far this chapter has explored the discursive intents that sit within both national and 
international education policies in VET, lifelong learning and adult education, and how 
these have influenced LLN policy. This section builds on the literature reviewed above 
by examining how policy reform has affected the practices of teachers. In the absence of 
a definition of teaching practice specific to the VET arena, I have made use of the 
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership’s (AITSL) (2014) definition of 
teaching practice. According to AITSL, teaching occurs when teachers are able to work 
in an environment where they are: 
able to make learning engaging and valued. They are able to create and maintain 
safe, inclusive and challenging learning environments ... Teachers have a 
repertoire of effective teaching strategies and use them to implement well-
designed teaching programs ... They regularly evaluate all aspects of their 
teaching practice to ensure they are meeting the learning needs of their students. 
(AITSL, 2014, p. 1) 
The broad elements of teaching practice contained within this definition will be relevant 
in later chapters that examine the extent to which contemporary policy has enabled LLN 
teachers to create learning environments, implement effective teaching strategies and 
evaluate teaching practices with the intended outcome of meeting the learning needs of 
their students. What follows is a range of academic commentary highlighting the effects 
of education reform on changes to teaching practices. 
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2.3.1 Intentions and strategies of policy 
This study assumes that government policy will act as an influential discourse affecting 
LLN teacher identity. This being the case, it is important to analyse academic commentary 
related to the strategies that sit within policy and how this acts to create certain 
subjectivities in the LLN teachers that, in turn, can affect practice. The Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary defines policy as ‘a definite course or method of action ... to guide and 
determine present and future decisions’. Viewed in this light, the formation and 
distribution of policy is seen as a process of dissemination, promotion and stabilisation 
of dominant discourses within society to achieve specific purposes. According to Connell 
(2013), this understanding of policy has been particularly evident since the mid-1980s 
through the rise of neoliberalism, which resulted in a cascade of policies within education 
and VET promoting specific discourses. In a broad sense, neoliberalism promotes a 
discourse that reflects an agenda of ‘economic and social transformation under the sign 
of the free market’ (Connell, 2013, p. 100). VET policy and, in more recent times, LLN 
policy, have become more closely linked to economic policy (Jarvis, 2010), forcing VET 
institutions to conduct their education practices more like profit-seeking enterprises 
(Connell, 2013). An example of this occurring in the education sector in Australia has 
been the discourse of marketisation; this has infiltrated into VET policy reflecting 
increased industry influence, competitiveness within a global market and competency-
based training (Angus et al., 2013, 2012; Guthrie, 2009). Further to this, Barros (2012) 
contended that neoliberalism has penetrated the LLN policy landscape to such an extent 
that the literacy and numeracy skills of adults are progressively seen as fundamental to 
workforce development. 
The academic research of Stephen Ball, particularly within the policy domain, provides 
valuable insights for this study. Ball (1994) described policy as ‘an economy of power, 
set of technologies and practices which are realised’ (p. 10) within society. Further, Ball 
argued that policy should not be viewed solely as a form of text, as it is also reflective of 
‘action, words and deeds’ that reinforce what positions are to be ‘enacted as well as what 
is intended’ (p. 10). Policy viewed in this light is seen as a discursive process. Reinforcing 
this within his later work, Ball (1998) described policies as ‘dual edged’ because they 
represented both systems of values and symbolic systems.  
As part of her extensive research into adult literacy, Bartlett (2008) also characterised 
LLN policy as inclusive of societal value systems. She argued that within policy 
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‘definitions of literacy are not innocent: they incorporate beliefs and assumptions that 
have political implications’ (2008, p. 739) designed to account for and legitimise political 
decisions. Hamilton (2001) explained that this results in outcomes where certain ‘literacy 
practices are supported, controlled and legitimated … and others are devalued’ (p. 179). 
Given this reality, Hamilton (2001) acknowledged the existence of dominant literacies 
(institutionalised) and vernacular (self-generated) literacies that sit alongside each other 
within society. Dominant literacies are reflected within policy and associated with the 
work of formal organisations. Conversely, vernacular literacies, although they occur in 
everyday life, are not regulated, codified or systematised. Nor are they regularly funded 
through policy. According to Bartlett (2008), due to the many interpretations of literacy, 
this is why there can never be a singular definition of literacy. All definitions are inclusive 
of social interests and political motivations, but it is the dominant literacies that are 
favoured in policy. 
Campbell (2009) observed that ‘literacy is a socially contested term and many theories of 
literacy, occasionally conflicting, have interwoven to make the field as rich and as 
complex as it is today’ (p. 12). Since the beginnings of the LLN movement in the 1980s, 
the definitions of what counts as literacy have changed significantly (Campbell 2009); 
this is reflected in the evolving nature of national policy development. In spite of the 
complexities that come with defining literacy and numeracy, both the Australian 
Language and Literacy Policy (1991) and the National Foundation Skills Strategy for 
Adults (2012) included statements describing LLN and its intended goals and purposes 
within society. 
Released in 1991, the National Policy stated that ‘language and literacy policies are 
essential to maximise the contribution of Australia’s human resources to national 
development in education, the workplace and the broader community’ (Department of 
Employment, Education & Training, 1991, p. xiv). Although the influence of industry 
cannot be disregarded, the content of this policy reflected a holistic understanding of LLN 
across a broad cross-section of society. This policy also reinforced the ‘importance to the 
individual Australian’s personal, social and cultural development’ (p. xiv), to ‘develop 
and maintain a level of spoken and written English which is appropriate for a range of 
contexts’ (p. xiii). This policy, although it promoted a discourse of deficit and focused 
explicitly on improving the skills of disadvantaged groups such as non-English speaking 
and Indigenous cohorts, was inclusive of wider adult groups ‘relevant to all sectors or 
education’ (p. xiv). 
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However, as evidenced in the National Strategy, there was a significant shift in LLN by 
2012. Although some attention was given to ‘the benefits to individuals’ (SCOTESE, 
2012, p. 6), far greater emphasis was placed on ‘the benefits to employers’ and ‘the 
benefits to the economy’ (p. 6). The words ‘literacy’ and ‘numeracy’ were replaced by 
the language of ‘foundation skills’ that were designed to support ‘complex and modern 
workplaces’ and to develop ‘Australia’s future productivity’ and ‘modern economies’ (p. 
2). This shift in language highlighted the emerging links between LLN and employability 
skills.  
According to Street (2011), the power to define and name what counts as the dominant 
literacy within policy has the flow-on effect of directing funding for specific types of LLN 
programs. Bacchi (2000) maintained that this should be viewed as the processes and 
tactics designed to govern people in a vertical ‘top-down’ way, both through the formative 
stages of policy development and the resulting texts outlining teaching practices. 
However, Fejes (2014) offered a different perspective: acknowledging the power that sits 
within policy and the power of the policy developers, he nevertheless argued that the 
people who are being governed also hold a form of power. While policymakers ultimately 
determine the content of policy and while citizens are, to a certain extent, required to 
follow such decisions, citizens may also decide how they are going to act within the 
policy. In essence, Fejes (2014) argued that policy could be a tool of power in two ways, 
as it could be actioned in different ways by government officials and citizens.  
Offering a similar viewpoint, Ball (1994) described the dual-power effect of policy as 
policy as text and policy as discourse. Policy as text is seen as the shaping of the form of 
policy at strategic, organisational and operational levels; it highlights the scope for people 
in the policy making process to use agency. Alternatively, policy as discourse provides 
the scope for individual and collective agency that shape policies informed by discourse 
that, in turn, shape and constrain the scope for individual agency (Ball, 1994).  
Due to the changing nature of society, policy formation is never a static process. Ball 
(1994) maintained that ‘policies are always incomplete … as they relate to or map on to 
… local practice’ (p. 10). Bowe, Ball and Gold (1992) saw this as an iterative process 
whereby policies are being re-contextualised and reshaped in a cyclical fashion to suit the 
evolving political arena of education, training and the wider society. Referring 
specifically to LLN within education, Duckworth and Brzeski (2015) argued that the 
50 
notion of what constitutes literacy1 and how it is represented within policy shifts over 
time, reflecting this cyclical fashion. Within Australian policy, perceptions of literacy 
have shifted from what Street (1984) had originally described as being an autonomous 
model that emphasised the decoding of words and numbers (Australian Department of 
Employment, Education and Training, 1990), to a social practice model where literacy 
was viewed as multimodal (South Australian Council for Adult Literacy, 2006; 
Duckworth & Brzeski, 2015), to a model where literacy is now seen as foundational 
(Victorian Skills Commission, 2009; SCOTESE, 2012). 
Although the language contained within policy is often the main medium by which 
specific discourses are reinforced, statistical data has also been utilised as an alternative 
strategy. Ball (2010) claimed that governments have consistently used statistical data to 
legitimise the implementation of national policies and as a vehicle to steer, monitor and 
reform national education systems. In support of this, Rubenson (2008) asserted that 
statistical data has become commonplace over the past few decades as a primary 
mechanism in constructing a new discourse which ‘more strongly integrates education 
into the core of labour market and economic agendas’ (p. 257).  
The widespread public use of statistical data has progressively increased in Australia since 
the 1980s. It is often used to highlight Australia’s performance in international LLN 
surveys compared to other OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development) nations. These surveys have included: ‘No Single Measure: A Survey of 
Australian Adult Literacy’ (1989); the ‘International Adult Literacy Survey’ (IALS) 
(1996); the ‘Adult Literacy and Life Skills’ (ALLS) Survey (2006–2007); and the 
‘Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies’ (PIAAC) (2011–
2012). Although comparisons of LLN levels between each survey has been limited due 
to changing descriptors of the dimensions/domains, of particular interest has been an 
acknowledgment that deficits in LLN standards had risen from an estimated 1.4 million 
adults in 1989 to 7.3 million in 2012 (Wickert, 1989; McLennan, 1996; Tout, 2008; ABS, 
2013). 
                                                                
1 Although the term ‘literacy’ has been used, it is seen as an inclusive term that also incorporates the notion 
of numeracy as a critical aspect of literacy (ACAL, 1996).  
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There are different academic viewpoints around the validity of comparing international 
data as a way to prove that LLN standards are in decline in Australia. Notwithstanding 
the variation between each assessment instrument, Hagston (2014) asserted that 
comparing the data within each survey had some validity. It was her view that there was 
‘enough consistency across the surveys to allow the comparison of results from one 
survey to the next’ (p. 10). However, the Australian Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL) 
(2013) voiced some concerns with solely using the data from each survey as a measure 
of literacy or numeracy decline. After the release of the PIAAC data, ACAL confirmed 
this by stating that, although one could easily be alarmed by the results of the PIAAC 
survey, no complete assessment of LLN standards in Australia should be complete unless 
it incorporated the perspectives of all stakeholders, including LLN teachers. Offering 
similar concerns in relation to the perceived over-reliance on statistical data, Black (2016) 
added that ‘any measurement tool which determines a cut-off point indicating those who 
do or do not have a particular level of skills for effective functioning in society is likely 
to be problematic’ (p. 66). 
2.3.2 The human capital model 
Government policy has increasingly favoured an economistic view of LLN as developing 
human capital over social capital skills. From a professional practice viewpoint, Hillier 
(2009) identified what she saw as the reality of LLN teachers delivering employment-
focused LLN curricula due to funding regimes that explicitly favoured a human capital 
model. She argued that ignoring the social capital aspects of literacy would increase 
‘problems of inequality, social exclusion and social injustice’ (p. 548). Supporting Hillier, 
other commentators such as Millman (2016) warned that taking a human capital approach 
to LLN treated literacy and numeracy development as a mechanistic and one-dimensional 
phenomenon and downgraded the more holistic view that is inclusive of the social context 
of learning (Baptiste, 2001). In a similar vein, Hernandez-Zamora (2010) suggested that 
the rise of one-dimensional approaches to LLN was ‘further deepening the gap between 
social groups’ (p. 185), potentially leaving unmet the needs of a core group of LLN 
learners within society. 
Other commentators saw some merit in aspects of the human capital model approach. 
Falk (2001) favoured an approach that focused on both human capital and social capital 
outcomes. Combined, the two approaches optimised peoples’ capacity to learn and 
respond to change (Black & Yasukawa, 2010; Balatti, Black & Falk, 2006), both of which 
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are necessary in contemporary society. While a human capital approach focuses on the 
development of technical LLN skills (Millman, 2016; Connell, 2013), a social capital 
approach complements this by accommodating the social components of literacy (Balatti, 
Black & Falk, 2006). However, compared to human capital, it is acknowledged that social 
capital can be difficult to measure quantitatively as a direct outcome of learning (Golding, 
2007). 
2.3.3 Limited autonomy in curriculum design 
As outlined in Section 1.1, competency-based training (CBT) is the current mode of VET 
curricula in Australia. In large part, CBT has been led by the rise of neoliberal policy 
within the VET education sphere (Connell, 2013; Jarvis, 2010). However, as Hodge 
(2016) contended, this is problematic for VET teachers, as it ‘denigrates the expertise of 
educators by forcing them to set aside their own judgement about what is important to 
teach and implement a pre-existing picture of an occupation that may or may not be an 
effective representation’ (p. 143). Hamilton (2008) and Codd (2005) observed that this 
shift has affected the abilities of LLN teachers, as part of the wider VET workforce, to 
exercise professional autonomy in curriculum design. According to Osmond-Johnson 
(2015), where teachers once had the discretion and expertise to design teaching programs, 
this had been increasingly exchanged for ‘teacher-proof’ curricula. The national 
Foundation Skills (FSK) Training Package (2013) 2  is an example of teacher-proof 
curricula. Until its release, the writing of curricula had been led by ACE project teams 
(Campbell, 2009), albeit with some level of industry consultation. However, this practice 
was reversed in 2013 when the federal government commissioned Innovation and 
Business Skills Australia, an Industry Skills Council, to write the new foundation 
curriculum with limited consultation with the ACE sector. This approach, which arguably 
reflected a changed ‘philosophical stance within a specific socio political agenda’ 
(Cavanagh, 2000, p.1), saw government favour the expertise of industry over that of ACE. 
                                                                
2 In Australia, a training package includes a set of nationally endorsed standards, qualifications for recognising and assessing peoples’ 
skills in a specific industry, industry sector or enterprise. Training packages are developed by national Industry Skills Councils 
(Service Skills Australia, 2015). 
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2.3.4 A divide between policy and practice 
With a definitive set of skills and standards required by learners, the FSK, as indicated, 
can be viewed as an example of a ‘teacher-proof’ curriculum (Osmond-Johnson, 2015). 
One result of this, Ball (2003) contended, was a shift in practice that could potentially 
contribute to teachers being seen as ‘ontologically insecure’ (p. 220). According to 
Atkinson (2011), LLN teachers have become entangled in the divide that exists between 
what is mandated within current policy and what they see as actually being required in 
practice. Supporting this notion, Kell (2001) claimed that this had created a gap between 
policy and practice that had resulted in a new ‘hyperpedagogised literacy’ (p. 103). 
Drifting further away from supporting learning related to the actualities of ‘what goes on 
in [adult literacy learners’] everyday lives’, this new form of literacy was ‘creating a 
widening gap between learners’ actual literacy practices and those provided for in policy’ 
(p. 103).  
Emphasising human capital over social capital can be seen as a ‘one size fits all’ (Jackson, 
2005) system of LLN development. From an accountability perspective, this can be seen 
as ‘a systematic feature of a textually mediated mode of governance’ that attempts to 
translate LLN learners’ ‘learning … into standardised and objectified categories through 
which they can be counted and made administrable’ (p. 774). The current approach 
arguably fits this model (Osmond-Johnson, 2015). Whereas in the past, LLN policy 
complemented a broader understanding of LLN that allowed teachers to focus on the 
social practices of literacy, Hamilton (2008) argued that emerging human capital based 
policy was turning teachers into technicians and robbing them of agency. Linked to 
identity, Codd (2005) maintained that this trend was resulting in teachers being seen as 
‘functionaries rather than professionals’ (p. 201).  
2.3.5 LLN teachers on the periphery of reform 
Contemporary educational policies developed by governments around the globe have 
continued to situate teachers on the periphery of educational reform (Osmond-Johnson, 
2015; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012). Alongside his contention of ‘ontological insecurity’, 
Ball (2013) argued that this trend had, in some respects, reduced the profession of 
teaching and the teacher to a bundle of skills and competencies that could be measured 
against standards set by government agencies. He suggested that, in many respects, these 
performance measures set by government had become unrealistic, creating a system of 
teacher blame. This, in turn, had devolved into a form of ‘political blood sport’ (p. 33), 
54 
created as ‘the easiest way for politicians to deflect attention away from the failures of 
policy’ (p. 33). Consequently, societies had ‘ended up with a teaching work force that is 
weary, wary and fearful’ (p. 33). Since ‘the working conditions of teachers are the 
learning conditions of students’ (p. 33), Ball found that this had a counterproductive effect 
on LLN learners.  
This review has critiqued the discourse surrounding LLN and shown how the dominant 
literacies, reflecting the needs of society and wider discourses in lifelong learning, adult 
education and VET, have contributed to the formation of policy. Policy affects teaching 
practices; it also affects the professional identities of teachers as they position themselves 
within neoliberal LLN policies. The next section moves the discussion away from policy 
and practice and towards the creation of LLN teacher identity, exploring how policy can 
be seen to influence professional identity and the role of agency in the shaping of identity. 
2.4 What is Identity and how is it Shaped? 
2.4.1 Understanding professional identity 
Understanding the extent to which teachers’ professional identities have been shaped by 
discourses of policy and practice lies at the heart of this research. As stated by Clarke 
(2009), ‘identity’ has become a ‘buzz word’ in education in recent times. A complex 
phenomenon, understanding the shaping of teacher identity requires exploring a 
combination of the individual and the social, the personal and the political, the self and 
other (Clarke, 2009). Wenger (1998) defined professional identity in a broad sense as a 
form of membership, a sense of vocational self that is both produced and maintained 
within a community of practice. Within a teaching context, another definition has been 
offered by Vahasantanen (2013) who suggested that professional identity involves ‘a 
constellation of teachers’ perceptions with regard to how she or he views herself or 
himself as a teacher, or simply as teachers’ sense of self’ (p. 29). As a way of making 
sense of the abstract notion of professional identity, this section critiques academic 
commentary by clustering identity into several broad notions: the relationship between 
role and identity; the dynamic nature of identity; the multiple dimensions of identity; and 
how government reforms can affect teacher identity. 
55 
2.4.1.1 Relationship between role and identity  
To understand what is meant by identity, it is important to understand the differences and 
similarities between the concepts of role and identity. Offering one explanation, 
O’Connor (2008) stated that: 
Whilst the concept of role refers to the socially and culturally determined nature 
and commonly held expectations of an individual’s professional self, the idea 
of identity refers to the means by which individuals reflexively and emotionally 
negotiate their own subjectivity. (p. 118)  
Cambridge Dictionaries (2016) defined role as ‘the position or purpose that someone has 
in a situation, organization, society or relationship’, and identity as ‘who a person is, or 
the qualities of a person or group that make them different from others’.  
Although a clear distinction between role and identity exists, the concepts also share 
important similarities. Cohen (2008) offered an insightful perspective on this with her use 
of the term ‘role identity’. Acknowledging the research of Fuchs Ebaugh (1988) and 
Zurcher (1983), Cohen (2008) explained that role identity, which can be either 
institutionalised or emergent, is negotiated through social interaction and is constantly 
renegotiated as people work to fit what they want within the expectations that they 
encounter. Cohen contended, therefore, that ‘the notion of role identity offers a useful 
analytical tool for addressing the complexity of teachers’ identity experiences, because it 
highlights the tension between received expectations and individual negotiation that is at 
the heart of teacher identity’ (p. 82). 
2.4.1.2 The dynamic nature of identity 
Poststructural theory argues that identity construction is a socially oriented process that 
occurs through constant evaluation, negotiation and discovery of new roles which are 
significantly shaped by interactions in social settings (Cohen, 2008; Reybold, 2008). A 
teacher’s engagement and participation in communities of practice allows him or her to 
take up a position within these social spaces (Etelapelto & Saarinen, 2006; Coldron & 
Smith, 1999). Fine and Weis (2005) add to this by explaining that, in as much as identity 
formation occurs in relation to self, ‘identities are [also] constructed in relation to the 
constructed identities of others ... in relation to the broader economy and culture’ (p. 68). 
Reinforcing the dynamic nature of identity, Coldron and Smith (1999) explained that 
professional identity should not be seen as a stable entity. Rather, it should be seen as 
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something that people continually adapt to justify, explain and make sense of themselves 
in relation to other people according to the contexts in which they operate. Beijaard, 
Meijer and Verloop (2004) maintained that the development of identity occurs inter-
subjectively as part of an ongoing process; it occurs through continually interpreting 
oneself as a certain kind of person and being recognised in given contexts by the various 
meanings attributed by others. Wenger (2010) described the process of identity 
construction as a learning journey where, through engagement with various ‘landscapes 
of practices’, our identities come to reflect the landscapes in which we live and our 
experiences of them.  
As part of ongoing self-evaluation, a teacher’s identity is continually informed, formed 
and re-formed as individuals consider their ideological beliefs in relation to policy reform 
and prescribed teaching practices (Beijaard, Verloop & Vermunt, 2000; Wenger, 1998). 
Due to its dynamic nature, identity can sometimes be seen as fragmented. Although 
shaped by personal beliefs about self, identity can also be formed by changing, and 
sometimes contradictory, external, social, political and economic factors that individuals 
are exposed to (Bowl, 2014; Foley, 2011a; Foley, 2011b; Robertson, 2009; Holstein & 
Gumbrium, 2000). This suggests then, that as these external factors shift, identities also 
shift (Britzman, 1993). 
2.4.1.3 The multiple dimensions of identity 
The perception that identity is comprised of multiple dimensions is widely held (Clegg & 
Hardy, 1996; Buzzelli & Johnson, 2002; Wenger, 2010; Latour, 1993). According to 
Clegg and Hardy (1996), people develop their identity through complex, multifaceted 
constructs, resulting in the creation of multiple intersecting identities. They urge 
researchers and others to view identity as a: 
complex multifaceted and transient construct; to appreciate that individuals 
have multiple identities; that identities intersect to create an amalgamated 
identity. That identities are socially, historically, culturally, and organisationally 
constructed and subject to contradiction, revision, and change. (p. 685) 
Buzzelli and Johnson (2002) maintained that identities are either assigned or claimed. 
They distinguished between the two terms by stating that an assigned identity is an 
identity imposed on one by others and a claimed identity is acknowledged or claimed for 
oneself. To Wenger (2010), multiple identity can be defined as a multi-scale identity. This 
means that the identities of people such as teachers are ‘constituted at multiple levels of 
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scale all at once’ (p. 6), by either identifying or dis-identifying with other people and 
other practices. 
Latour’s (1993) understanding of identity reflects both the dynamic nature and multiple 
dimensions of identity construction. Using the term ‘laminations’ to describe the layering 
of identity, Latour contended that laminated identities are constructed over time—
thickening and overlapping—through the layering of multiple identity positions, 
representing the individual’s history and past experiences, including exposure to historic 
policy and institutional directives. This understanding is relevant within education as, due 
to exposure to various discourses circulating within reform, teachers build on their pre-
existing identities to interpret meaning, evaluate and then appropriate the new conditions 
of their work (Buchanan, 2015; Beijaard et al., 2004). 
2.4.1.4 The effects of reform on identity 
As noted by several commentators, in times of intense educational change and policy 
reform, teacher identities become even more dynamic and changeable (Mulcahy, 2011c; 
Watson, 2007). Reynolds (1996) described teachers’ work as being part of a changing 
landscape where they were expected to balance numerous changing roles. Expanding on 
this, Hilferty (2008) explained that, due to reform, teacher identity had been constantly 
defined and redefined through revised policy, resulting in new practices. 
This chapter has shown how policy reform led to different and shifting discourses 
circulating within and outside of VET institutions and how these affected teaching 
practices. Offering insight into the Australian VET system and the effects of reform on 
teachers’ roles and identities, Chappell (1998a) claimed that: 
when teachers are asked to do different things in their everyday teaching 
practices, they are also called on to become different teachers. That is, to have 
different understandings of their role in education; to have different 
relationships with students, communities and industries; to conceptualise their 
professional and vocational knowledge differently, to change who they are in 
vocational education and training. In short, to change their identity. (p. 19) 
Day (2007) contended that reforms go deeper than changes to people’s roles. He stated 
that ‘reforms have an impact on teachers’ identities’ (p. 603) creating both cognitive and 
emotional reactions. Beijaard et al. (2000) maintained that teachers’ perceptions of their 
own professional identities can affect their ability and willingness to cope with ongoing 
educational change, including their ability to implement innovations in teaching practices. 
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As a way of understanding teachers’ reactions to reform, Avalos (2007) asked researchers 
to consider four key elements: teachers’ understanding and degree of motivation or 
commitment to their roles; how teachers defined their sphere of work and the degree of 
satisfaction they derived from it; the confidence teachers had in their ability to teach, or 
the degree of self-efficacy they promoted; and teachers’ perceptions of the level of 
acceptance and respect awarded to them as teachers by others, both within their own 
institutions and the wider society. 
2.4.2 Neoliberal education policy reform influencing teacher identity 
There has been considerable academic interest in the rise of neoliberalism in the education 
policy sphere (Osmond-Johnson, 2015; Ball, 2013; Connell, 2013). Ball (2003) discussed 
how technologies are embedded within neoliberal policy to alter the behaviours of people. 
He claimed that the focus of such technologies is not primarily on structures and 
procedures, but on the re-forming of relationships and subjectivities of people. Viewed in 
this light, it is possible to see how ‘neoliberalism … enacts a new type of individual that 
is a new type of teacher formed within the logic of competition’ (Ball & Olmedo, 2013, 
p. 88). This includes enacting new forms of interaction that place new values on what it 
means to teach (Mulcahy, 2011c; Ball, 2003), and can result in the emergence of new 
professional identities, subtly but decisively changed in the process of reform (Ball, 2003; 
Chappell, 1998a). This section explores academic literature in which the relationship 
between neoliberal policy and teacher identity is discussed. 
Ball (2003) and Vahasantanen (2013) contend that market economies are increasingly 
being seen as the primary drivers of neoliberal educational reform around the globe. The 
use of managerial discourses of teacher professionalism had changed as result: Osmond 
(2013) observed that teachers were being depicted as the implementers and subjects of 
educational change, rather than as valued policy contributors and educational innovators. 
Ball and Olmedo (2013) maintained that this change had stifled teachers’ ability to be 
innovative in curriculum design. They argued that neoliberal education policy had re-
oriented teachers into a ‘new moral system’ (p. 88), whereby they had become ‘burdened 
with the responsibility to perform’ (p. 88) rather than to create. Notwithstanding the high 
level of responsibility and expectation that had always been placed on teachers, 
Hargreaves (2000) saw this trend as being counter to the independence that teachers had 
traditionally had in creating the content and conditions of their work and development. 
59 
Other commentators, such as Bowl and Tobias (2012), maintained that the rise in 
deregulation and privatisation of VET education providers had affected the identities of 
teachers. In this regard Mulcahy (2011b) and Ball (1997) added that professionalism had 
been replaced by heightened accountability, and collegiality by competition, within the 
VET marketplace. Taking this argument further, Ball and Olmedo (2013) claimed that 
increased competition within the marketplace had led to a new moral system of teacher’s 
behaviours. At an earlier data Ball (1997) had articulated this by claiming that teachers 
were expected to become more enterprising as they were required to interact within 
systems of accountability, including audits, inspections, appraisals, self-reviews, quality 
assurance processes, research, assessment and measurement by output indicators. 
Ball’s (2010) academic commentary on performativity provides another lens through 
which questions of professional identity and educational reform can be considered. To 
Ball, performativity is a type of technology that invites and incites teachers to make 
themselves more effective, to reflect on self-improvement and, if their performance has 
not improved, to feel inadequate. It operates within a framework of judgement in which 
improvement and effectiveness are predetermined and indicated by measures of quality 
and productivity. Performativity, Ball explains, is enacted through myriad measures and 
targets against which teachers are expected to position themselves. Teachers are 
encouraged to think about themselves as individuals and to add value to themselves by 
striving to improve their productivity, while also striving for excellence. However, this 
positioning is often accompanied by uncertainty around how teachers should organise or 
position themselves within their work. 
As a technology, Ball (2010) considered that the first order effect of performativity in 
education was to reorientate pedagogical activities towards those who were likely to have 
a positive effect on measurable performance outcomes for the group, the institution and, 
increasingly, the nation. The social and moral purposes of teaching, such as social capital 
outcomes, that had no immediate measurable performative value, were thereby put under 
threat. The second order effect of performativity was to change the way that teachers 
experienced their work and their level of satisfaction—including their sense of moral 
purpose and responsibility towards their students (Ball, 2010). The final effect, according 
to Ball, was that the neoliberalised teacher became malleable rather than committed, 
flexible rather than principled; they became enterprising subjects. In his earlier research, 
Ball (2003) had described this as those who lived their lives as ‘neoliberal professionals’ 
(p. 217). 
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Due to the importance of understanding LLN teacher professional identity within this 
study, this section has presented a range of academic commentary within the field of 
identity research. Not only has it provided an overview of insights into how professional 
identity may be shaped, it has also highlighted the effects of neoliberal policy in 
education, including how it has brought a range of performative measures for teachers. 
The following section positions teachers differently—as ‘neoliberal professionals’—to 
demonstrate their ability to use agentic action as a response to policy reform.  
2.4.3 Linking teacher agency to identity  
When negotiating the various discourses that come with reform, it helps to understand 
that an individual’s professional identity is reciprocally related to his or her professional 
agency (Buchanan, 2015; Gu, 2011). Explaining this reciprocal relationship within the 
context of education reform, Buchanan (2015) claimed that teachers use agency to 
‘reproduce, adapt, negotiate and transform … discourses as they continually construct 
their professional identities’ (p. 705). According to Biesta, Priestly and Solomon (2015), 
agency is not something that ‘people have as a property, capacity or competency—but it 
is something that people do’ (p. 626).  
Like identity, agency should be understood as something that is activated by the 
confluence of influences from the past, orientations towards the future and engagement 
with the present (Buchanan, 2015; Biesta et al., 2015; Toom, Pyhalto & O’Connell-Rust, 
2015). Within an educational context, Gu (2011) contended that the social processes of 
becoming a teacher are agentic in and of themselves. This means that teachers reflect on 
how they have lived in the past and use agency to appropriate elements from alternatives 
in the present to form identities as professionals (Gu, 2011; Buchanan, 2015).  
Teachers’ professional agency is about more than just coping with challenging situations 
created by reform (Toom et al., 2015). To be agentic, teachers actively make responsible 
judgements about the worth of their intentions (Edwards, 2015). As part of their everyday 
professional practice, teachers engage in innovative learning, adapt themselves to diverse 
requirements in their working environment, and interpret and negotiate the multiple 
possibilities implied by policies (Toom et al., 2015). Sometimes using agency to act in 
new and creative ways involves resisting norms; in such cases, teachers are seen to 
contrast or conflict with policy directives (Toom et al., 2015). In this way, professional 
agency can be constructed in the midst of dilemmas and uncertainties created by reform.  
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This section has analysed a range of academic commentary on professional identity, 
paying particular attention to teachers within educational reform. It has painted a picture 
of identity as complex, dynamic and multifaceted, and as influenced by a range of 
historical and present discourses. The next section shows that, even though there have 
been bodies of work on professional identity, as a result of educational reform, a gap 
exists in understanding the identities of LLN teachers working in VET settings.  
2.5 Contribution to the Academic Body of Knowledge 
In the process of tracing the evolution of the LLN policy from the late 1980s onwards, 
what emerged from the literature was the influence of three main stakeholders—
government, industry and ACE. Of particular interest was commentary highlighting a 
decline in the ACE voice coupled with a rise of industry as the voice informing LLN 
policy. As part of the collective ACE workforce, LLN teachers have been positioned as 
specialists within the National Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults (2012), yet 
commentators argue that their voices are in decline. Speaking for many others, Benseman 
(2014) described LLN teachers as ‘the cornerstone of quality adult literacy and numeracy 
provision’ (p. 121). LLN teachers are fundamentally important to the successful 
implementation of contemporary policy, yet ‘there is little documentation of who they 
are, how they perceive themselves as teachers and how their work fits into their 
professional aspirations’ (Benseman, 2014, p. 121). As critical stakeholders (Yasukawa 
& Black, 2016; Cara et al, 2008), this study will foreground the importance of LLN 
specialists as a voice in government policy. 
While there has been considerable research undertaken to understand teacher identity in 
general (Vahasantenan, 2013; Zemblyas, 2003a; Zemblyas, 2003b; Beauchamp & 
Thomas, 2009; McGavin, 2013), research that is specific to LLN teacher identity is 
limited. Signalling his agreement, Reybold (2008) contended that ‘while we have 
considerable light into adult education as a practice, we have considerably less 
information about the professional identities of the adult education faculty’ (p. 142). 
Wignall’s (2015) study, ‘Research to Identify and Qualify Professional Practice in 
Foundation Skills’, commissioned by the federal government, touched on LLN teachers’ 
roles in light of contemporary reform. However, her study, which concentrated on the 
broader foundation skills workforce, paid insufficient attention to LLN teachers. 
Given that LLN teachers have become increasingly positioned as part of the wider VET 
workforce, this study has the potential to make contributions to knowledge in relation to 
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policy reform in both VET and VET teacher identity. Chappell’s work in the late 1990s 
was instrumental in shining a light on the identities of Technical and Further Education 
(TAFE) teachers. At the time of his study, TAFE institutes were the main providers of 
VET. Chappell (1998b) argued that TAFE teachers’ roles and identities had been affected 
by the new ‘economic discourse of government’ that placed the value of education at the 
forefront of a neoliberal agenda because of increased globalisation, rapid market change 
and heightened competition (p. 1).  
Due to ongoing policy reform, the landscape of VET has continued to change since the 
time of Chappell’s research. Examples of this change include: the rise of privatisation, 
which has resulted in TAFEs no longer being the main provider of VET training; the 
emergence of a foundation skills discourse in which LLN is seen as an integral part of 
human capital development; and the merging of various economic discourses, such as 
marketisation and competitiveness, with educational discourses of accountability and 
compliance. This study is interested in the extent to which these changes have altered 
teachers’ roles and their professional identities. While relatively well-developed in the 
school sector, the discussion and exploration of the nature and importance of teacher 
identity in the VET sector has, according to Robertson (2009), remained relatively 
unexplored.  
*** 
This chapter has reviewed academic commentary across four broad areas: teacher voice, 
policy, teaching practice and professional identity. A range of themes have emerged from 
the literature. Foremost among these is the contention that teacher voice, although seen 
as a valuable resource in terms of its potential contribution to policy and research, has 
been underutilised. Another important theme concerns the ways in which policy has been 
used as a strategy to promote certain discourses within society.  
To show the evolution of LLN discourses in a national context, this chapter examined 
literature over a 30-year period, tracing how discourses of deficit, multiliteracies and 
foundation emerged over time. The focus then shifted to an exploration of how policy 
reform has affected the practices of teachers working in the VET system, before reviewing 
literature related to how policy reform and changed teaching practices have affected the 
professional identities of teachers. 
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This study seeks to capture and represent another form of discourse; that is, the voice of 
those working in the LLN field. This will be its most important contribution. I am mindful 
of Britzman’s (2012) insistence that ‘re-presenting the voices of others means more than 
recording their words. An interpretive effort is necessary because words always express 
relationships [and] span contexts larger than the immediate situation from which they 
arise’ (p. 35). Chapter 3 documents the methodological approaches used to collect and 
analyse the data—Foucauldian poststructuralism, narrative inquiry and the discourse 
analytic method. Foucault’s application of discourse analysis has informed numerous 
methodological approaches in the study of human interactions (Pearson, 2010). Foucault 
(1982a) maintained that the best way to analyse discourse was to study relations between 
the individual and society, especially within institutions. As previously stated, Foucault 
preferred terms such as ‘subjectivity’ and ‘self’ rather than ‘identity’. In spite of this 
reality, using Foucault’s poststructural approach within the context of VET institutions 
does provide a sound theoretical platform to understand the formation of teacher identity 
in relation to discourse disseminating from groups within government, industry, ACE and 
VET. As Gu (2011) observed: ‘Identity work … requires us to not just look into ourselves 
through the socialised conscience, but to be aware that individuals are constituted as 
subjects and shaped by different economies of power’ (p.192).
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Chapter 3:  
Applying Theory and Methods 
This chapter sets out the theoretical framework and methodologies used in this study. It 
is divided into three sections. It commences with an overview of poststructuralism that 
includes discussion on the application of selected research tools borrowed from a key 
poststructuralist, Michel Foucault. The second section provides detail on the study’s 
methodological approaches, including narrative inquiry and the discourse analytic 
method. Descriptions of the participant sample and potential limitations connected to the 
study are provided in the third section. 
Reinforcing the importance of a solid theoretical base, Grant and Osanloo (2014) 
observed that the ‘theoretical research framework is the foundation from which all 
knowledge is constructed (metaphorically and literally) for a research study. The 
theoretical framework provides a grounding base, or an anchor’ (p. 12) to approach the 
systematic ordering of ideas about the phenomena under enquiry (Holmberg, 2007). A 
theory such as poststructuralism is a generalisation about a phenomenon, an explanation 
of how or why something occurs (Frey, Botan & Kreps, 1991). Applied to this study, 
Foucauldian poststructural concepts provide the tools to understand the discourses of 
reform that circulate both internally and externally in the Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) settings in which LLN teachers operate, and the extent to which these 
discourses have affected such teachers’ professional identities.  
Numerous researchers have presented cases showing that VET and LLN reforms have 
altered the expectations placed around new and prevailing LLN practices and teaching 
roles (Osmond-Johnson, 2015; Ball, 2013; Ball & Olmedo, 2013; Connell, 2013, Hilferty, 
2008; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012). McGavin (2013) contended that, as a result, teachers 
‘sit at the edge of a changing and challenging work environment’ (p. 2) within their 
institutes and will continue to undergo reconstruction in terms of their identities due to 
changing performance expectations and diversification of roles (Foley, 2011a). Through 
a poststructural lens, this study seeks to make visible the extent to which reforms have 
led to changed roles and teaching practices in VET, specifically identifying how this has 
influenced the professional identities of LLN teachers who work in VET institutions.  
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The previous chapter reviewed a range of national and state government policies in the 
area of LLN–VET reform. This study understands that these policies, as discursive 
constructions, are likely to have affected teaching practices and roles that, in turn, will 
have contributed to the reshaping of LLN teachers’ professional identities. Varghese, 
Morgan, Johnston and Johnston (2005) argued a case for examining potential effects in 
their claim that, to understand the effects of policy reform and any resulting influences 
on teaching and learning within VET institutions, it is necessary to gain insights into 
teachers’ identities, both those that are claimed by teachers themselves and those that are 
assigned.  
This research makes use of a range of qualitative research approaches: ‘Qualitative 
research is characterised by its aims, which relate to understanding some aspect of social 
life, and its methods which (in general) generate words, rather than numbers, as data for 
analysis’ (Quinn, Patton & Cochran, 2002, p .2). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) described 
qualitative research as a situated activity, which, in the context of this study, locates me 
(as the researcher) within the world of LLN teachers. As a piece of qualitative research, 
this study attempts to make sense of and interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings 
and descriptions that LLN professionals bring to them. Deploying a range of 
interconnected interpretative methods, it explores how the social experiences of LLN 
teachers have been created and given meaning in the construction of professional identity 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  
This study is well situated within qualitative research paradigms, as it emphasises 
teachers’ lived experiences in light of LLN and VET reform. As will be explained 
progressively throughout this chapter, Foucauldian poststructural theory provides an 
appropriate lens through which to locate the meanings that LLN teachers have placed on 
events (reform), processes (changed policy) and structures (changed practices) within 
their working environments (VET institutions) (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
3.1 Poststructural Theory: Applying the Lens 
This section provides detail on the relevance of poststructuralism for this study, 
explaining how it will be used as a lens to understand how teachers’ professional identities 
have been constructed. The term poststructuralism does not refer to a specific body of 
knowledge or methodology; however, there are generalised methodological assumptions 
that can be made. Although, for Lather (1991), the terms ‘postmodern’ and 
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‘poststructural’ can be used interchangeably, she distinguished postmodernism as a 
condition and poststructuralism as the working out of academic theory. 
Poststructuralism provides an appropriate theoretical lens through which to examine LLN 
teacher identity in light of policy reform (Allard, 2004), as it assumes that reality is 
complex and does not exist objectively, but is part of human creation. Individuals, such 
as LLN teachers, construct reality, massaging it to make meaning according to their needs, 
interests, prejudices and cultural traditions. Poststructuralist theory is framed by the 
analysis of these social meanings; within the context of this study, it facilitates an 
exploration of how teachers have negotiated discourses within relations of power1 to 
create professional identities. 
Although this study is interested in discourses surrounding LLN and VET reform, it is 
assumed that such discourses go beyond government policy. Indeed, this study sees each 
LLN teacher as a ‘site where the flux of larger historical and cultural discourses conditions 
their thoughts and actions’ (Wrench & Punyanunt-Carter, 2012, p. 3). Further, this study 
assumes that participants’ responses reflect a range of discourses (Foley, 2011a; Clarke, 
2009) emanating from governmental (written policies), institutional (written directives 
and oral discourses from learners and other VET staff) and vocational (LLN and adult 
education peak bodies) sources. As Whisnant (2012) observed, these discourses are often 
seen as competing with each other, with certain discourses dominating and shaping the 
political and social institutions in which teachers actively engage at different times.  
Poststructuralism facilitates exploration of the intricate interrelationship between subjects 
(LLN teachers) and the multiple discourses within which they operate. Identity 
construction emerges out of this interrelationship. Hall’s (2000) description of identity is 
useful as a way to visualise the interrelationship between the discourses surrounding LLN 
teachers in VET and their subjectivities. He stated that identity is seen as the: 
Meeting point, the point of suture between, on the one hand, the discourses and 
practices which attempt to interpellate [bring into being], speak to us or hail us 
into place as the social subjects of particular discourses, and on the other hand, 
the processes which produce subjectivities, which construct us as subjects which 
                                                                
1A more detailed explanation of relations of power will be provided in the next section of this chapter. 
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can be spoken ... They are the result of a successful articulation or ‘chaining’ 
into the flow of the discourse (p. 19). 
Hall’s definition of identity highlights what can be described as the dual effects of 
discourses. Teachers’ identities are determined by the discourses affecting their 
professional roles; at the same time, such discourses elicit certain subjectivities within 
teachers. To understand such processes, poststructural theory begins with an analysis of 
individual behaviours and interactions to see how larger patterns grow out of them 
(Lynch, 2011). This study draws on the personal experiences of LLN teachers–
coordinators to determine how their thoughts, actions and behaviours have been 
influenced by wider discourses operating at an institutional and societal level. 
By examining the influences of discourses, poststructuralism provides an opportunity to 
examine teacher identity from two perspectives—the social and the individual (Billett, 
2006). From a social perspective, teachers’ professional identities are constructed through 
the various policy, political and cultural contexts of their workplaces (Morton, McGuire 
& Baynman, 2006). From an individual perspective, teachers’ identities are derived from 
their own lived experiences and histories (Cross, 2010). Combined, the diverse social 
contexts and individual histories inform and influence teachers’ practices and identities 
(Widin, Yasukawa & Chodkiewicz, 2012; Leicester, 2000). Undergirded by poststructural 
theory, it is assumed that this study will reveal a plurality of perspectives that are based 
on research participants’ individual experiences and social histories (Chase, 2005) as well 
as the discourses circulating within their individual VET environments. 
Poststructuralism regards language as the common factor through which to analyse the 
social organisation, social meanings and individual consciousness of LLN teachers 
(Weedon, 1987; Rose, 1998): 
Language is seen as a technology for producing social realities, for creating 
domains of thought, actions and conditions of possibilities for making these 
domains of thought ‘actionable’. Language is a site, not just for knowing and 
calculating ‘what is’, but a site that sets up conditions of possibility. (Rose, 1998, 
p. 180) 
As a technology, language can be examined from two angles—written and spoken.  
Poststructuralism provides the means for exploring the multifaceted aspects of teachers’ 
identities resulting from their engagement in various teaching roles and with numerous 
discursive practices (Bron & Jarvis, 2008). Teachers have to manage their identities 
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within specific VET settings as well as their identities as members of professional 
communities (Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997) within the wider Adult and Community Education 
(ACE) field. Chase (2005) explained that this identity work occurs as people are 
constructing their ‘selves within specific institutional, organisational, discursive and local 
cultural contexts’ (p. 658). 
Poststructuralists view identity as an ongoing discursive process that is never quite 
complete or unified (Scheeres & Solomon, 2006; Hall, 2000). A poststructural framework 
presumes identity to be created as a response to ongoing and pervasive changes in cultural 
practices and discourses (Fenwick, 2006). This means that the teachers’ identities are 
constantly being renegotiated in relation to experiences, situations and other community 
members in culturally constituted working life contexts. Describing this change, Hall 
(2000) stated that identities are ‘points of temporary attachment to the subject positions 
which discursive practices construct for us’ (p. 19). Thus, for the purposes of this study, 
the professional identities of LLN teachers are understood as a moment in time that 
incorporates both past and future into the meaning of the present (Wenger, 1998; 
Chappell, 1999). 
3.1.1 Applying a Foucauldian approach 
The research of poststructuralist theorist, Michel Foucault, is well suited to this study. As 
will be discussed below, Foucault’s poststructural theories can be understood as 
comprising three broad analytical areas: the discursive production of knowledge 
(archaeology); the relations between power and knowledge (genealogy); and the 
relationships that individuals have with themselves in response to prescribed codes of 
action (ethics). To be described in greater detail later within Section 3.1.2, selected 
Foucauldian ‘tools’ will be borrowed from each analytical area as a way to investigate 
LLN teacher identity amidst reform.  
3.1.1.1  Discursive formations 
Foucault was interested in the formation of discourses and the extent to which their 
circulation within society influenced individuals and populations (Foucault, 2010a; 1998; 
1981). In Foucauldian terms, discourse is: 
Ways of constituting knowledge, together with social practices, forms of 
subjectivity and power relations which [are] inherent in such knowledges and 
relations between them. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and 
producing meaning. They constitute the ‘nature of the body, unconscious and 
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conscious mind and emotional life of the subjects they seek to govern’. 
(Weedon, 1987, p. 108) 
Discourses attempt to inscribe particular kinds of meanings (Edwards, 2008) and, as such, 
are constitutive of knowledge, rather than simply the neutral expression or representation 
of something outside of language. Meanings are produced in the articulation between 
multiple series of discursive events, transformations and processes that include systems 
of relations, networks and governing principles constituted by discourses or statements 
and groups of statements (Foucault, 2010a; Sheridan-Smith, 1972). Foucault understood 
that discourse fashioned representation, producing meaning and shaping peoples’ actions 
by making different ways of knowing the world and acting within it possible (Foucault, 
1981; Edwards 2008). This means that, in Foucauldian terms, subjects such as LLN 
teachers are constructed through discourses, as discourses are the ‘practices that 
systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault, 2010a, p. 49; Whisnant, 
2012).  
However, rather than analysing statements2 based on objects or themes, Foucault was 
most interested in analysing the spaces in-between, which he termed ‘dispersions’. 
Foucault recognised that:  
Defining these dispersions themselves was to discover whether, if between these 
elements one could discern a regularity: an order in their successive appearance, 
correlations in their simultaneity, and assignable positions in a common space, 
reciprocal functioning, linked and hierarchical transformations. (Foucault, 
2010a, p. 38) 
The system of dispersion was what Foucault described as a ‘discursive formation’. 
3.1.1.2 Power–Knowledge 
Foucault was interested in how relations of power operated within society and how, 
through systems of discourse, they produced specific knowledges (Foucault, 2003b; 
1991a; 1991b; 1982a; 1980b). To Foucault, power and knowledge were correlative and 
found together in regimes of truth (Nicoll, 2008). He claimed that ‘power and knowledge 
directly imply one another ... there is no power relation without the relative constitution 
                                                                
2 As will be discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, to Foucault a statement should not be viewed in a linguistic 
sense like a sentence, rather like a function. 
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of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the 
same time power relations’ (Foucault, 1991a, p. 27). 
Foucault maintained that ‘power is exercised rather than possessed’ (1991a, p. 26). It 
occurs by drawing on knowledge that allows actions to be presented in an acceptable 
light; it defines the world or people in ways that allows things to be done (Ahl, 2008).  
As modes of action, power–knowledge relations act on the behaviours Therefore, 
Foucault maintained that power–knowledge needed to be analysed in relational terms 
because, although discourse power is primarily located within the individual, power–
knowledge relations are deeply embedded in social networks (Foucault, 1982a).of 
individuals or groups (Foucault, 1982a). Importantly, for Foucault, this mode of action 
was not seen as something that certain institutions possessed and used oppressively. 
Instead, he saw power–knowledge as being simultaneously controlling and productive 
(Foucault, 1976). This was due to its twofold effect whereby, for example, behaving in a 
certain way could be both inciteful and, by acting purposefully to disregard the incitation, 
its opposite (Fejes & Nicoll, 2008; Olssen, 2008). 
Through systems of governmentality, Foucault claimed that relations of power–
knowledge produced subject3 identities (Ahl, 2008; Olsson & Petersson, 2008; Billett, 
2006). He considered governmentality to be ‘an ensemble formed by the institutions, 
procedures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and the tactics that allow the 
exercise of power’ (Foucault, 1991a, p. 25) that aimed to guide and shape the conduct of 
individuals. Viewed in this light, to govern designates ‘the way in which the conduct of 
individuals or of groups might be directed ... [I]t is to structure the possible field of action 
of others’ (Foucault, 1982, p. 35). 
However, in Foucauldian terms, for the practices of governmentality to work effectively, 
they required ‘active and free subject[s]’, as governmentality ‘entails the possibility that 
the governed are to some extent capable of acting and thinking otherwise’ (Fejes and 
Nicoll, 2008, p. 12; Edwards, 2008). For the current study, LLN teachers are viewed as 
individuals who practice freedom as a form of self-governance to create certain subject 
positions. Power–knowledge then, as understood by Foucault, is not the property of a 
                                                                
3 Further detail on Foucault’s understanding of the subject is provided in the next section. 
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person or object; instead, it is discursive and circulates through networks of relationships 
at all levels of society (Fejes & Nicoll, 2008). 
3.1.1.3  Subjectivity 
Foucault was noted for numerous studies on subjectivity (2005; 2000; 1997a; 1988b) that 
analysed the intricate relationship between discourse and power–knowledge, showing 
how the subject is formed. In Foucauldian terms, ‘a subject is constructed through 
discourse, human subjectivity is always on the inside: it is the discourse that speaks us, 
we cannot simply avoid the impact of power-knowledge relations within this interiority’ 
(Wang, 2011, p. 151). Subjectivity is not something we are: it is an activity we do 
(McGushin, 2011). We learn what it is to be an individual through our culture and through 
the discourses that are available to us (Fejes, 2006). Through relations of power, discourse 
fashions subjects in terms of social positioning, subjectivity and voice. 
Located within relations of power–knowledge, discourse acts to simultaneously constrain 
and enable subject positions (D. Taylor, 2011). Foucault (1978) claimed that this made 
discourse unstable in the production of subjectivity: 
We must make allowances for the complex and unstable processes whereby 
discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, 
a stumbling block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing 
strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it but also 
undermines it and exposes it, renders it fragile and make it possible to thwart it. 
(Foucault, 1978, p. 101) 
Foucault argued that although modern society may be characterised by dominant 
discourses, it can never completely subjugate all forms of opposition, as individuals will 
always have the freedom to resist (McPhail, 2010). Resistance can take many forms, such 
as running away or standing still, saying ‘no’ or saying nothing. Likewise, acceptance of 
imposition (or lack of resistance) can also be seen as an act displaying agency within 
relations of power (Butin, 2001). Individuals are not passively made; rather, they create 
their own individual subjectivities by being able to resist within power–knowledge 
relationships (Fejes, 2006). 
To understand how subjectivity is produced within modern power–knowledge relations, 
it is necessary to understand Foucault’s application of ‘technologies’. These are described 
as mechanisms or tools—that have been codified in human practice—for managing or 
manipulating individual behaviours (Sharp, 2011; Foucault, 1988b). Foucault was 
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concerned with four interrelated types of technologies: technologies of power, which 
dominate the conduct of individuals; technologies of production, which permit 
individuals to produce, transform, or manipulate things; technologies of sign systems, 
which permit the use of signs, meanings, symbols, or signification; and technologies of 
the self, which permit individuals to ‘effect, by their own means or with the help of others, 
a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way 
of being, so as to transform themselves’ (Foucault, 1988b, p. 1). 
Poststructuralism provides the means for exploring the relationship between the voices of 
the teachers involved in this study and other discourses operating within society during 
periods of immense reform. Foucauldian poststructural theories have been used to explore 
the relationships between discourse, power–knowledge and subjectivity in educational 
research for decades (Allen, 2012). Thus, by gaining a sense of teachers’ subject positions 
within the relations of power–knowledge that characterise their particular communities 
of practice within their VET institutions, Foucault’s theories allow for the exploration of 
teachers’ working lives (Bartlett & Holland, 2002); which in turn provides insights into 
their professional identities. 
3.1.2 Selecting Foucault’s tools 
So far, this chapter has provided an overview of the relevance of poststructuralism to this 
study. It has established that poststructuralism, as a theoretical framework, enables me to 
explore the interrelationship between LLN teachers as subjects and the discourses within 
which they operate. Borrowing specifically from Foucault’s poststructural studies allows 
me to explore the intricate relationship between subject and discourse as a basis to 
understanding how the multiple discourses of LLN–VET reform have affected the 
identities of LLN teachers working in VET in Victoria. Rather than a definitive set of 
methodological tenets, Foucault intended his theories to be seen as a toolkit, with specific 
tools that could be used, after careful consideration, in specific situations. This means that 
I, as the researcher, am invited to ‘cherry-pick’ the most appropriate and relevant 
poststructural tools for this study. Providing further guidance, Foucault (1977) stated that: 
All my books ... are little tool boxes ... [I]f people want to open them, to use this 
sentence or that idea as a screwdriver or spanner to short-circuit, discredit or 
smash systems of power, including eventually those from which my books have 
emerged ... so much better. (p. 115) 
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I have chosen a selection of Foucault’s tools that work together to help me explore 
professional identity in light of reform: discourse, relations of power and subjectivity. 
Uncovering the various discourses of LLN–VET reform, and identifying where they have 
come from and how they have been internalised by the teachers, serves as the foundations 
for this study. Contextualising these discourses within the relations of power that exist 
across all levels of teachers’ professional worlds, from the wider society through to the 
institutional and the personal, provides the building blocks. The final layer, understanding 
the professional identities of teachers, is achieved by determining how they interact with 
the discourses and act within the relations of power; that is, their subjectivity. These 
concepts are expanded below. 
3.1.2.1 Analysing discourse 
According to Foucault’s understanding, discourse operates as systems of meaning across 
all facets of society (Foucault, 1997c; D. Taylor, 2011) and people such as LLN teachers 
are always enmeshed in discursive practices (Foucault, 1970; Rowan & Shore, 2009). In 
analysing these discourses, I seek answers to two main questions: under what conditions 
have they originated and how have teachers engaged with them? 
Discovering the discourses patterns of formation will provide insights into LLN teacher’s 
realities. In her application of Foucault’s tool of discourse, Talja (1996) suggested that: 
Discourses consist of particular types of conceptualisations that allow ‘reality’ 
to be known from a certain angle ... In different discourses, different aspects of 
reality become the focus of knowledge production. Discourses provide the 
reserve of themes and points of view that we use in sense-making. They enable 
us to know certain things and to speak in certain ways. (p. 6) 
Following Foucault, this study assumes that, by engaging critically within discourses, 
LLN teachers have both shaped and been shaped by the multiple discourses available to 
them (Miller Marsh, 2002; Edwards, 2008). By tracing participants’ language as 
discursive formations, this study seeks to gain insight into how this double shaping has 
occurred. Represented in Chapter 4 as three layers of discourse—macro, meso and 
micro—LLN teachers’ discursive formations demonstrate how chains of language across 
each layer shape individual perceptions. The macro-layer shows how participants 
perceive policy changes; the meso-layer shows the institutional effects of the policies; 
and the micro-layer shows how discourses are internalised by individuals. Applying these 
lenses at different levels allows for the tracing that will determine how changes in 
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discourse (reform) have brought about changes within social worlds (VET institutions), 
which, in turn, have created shifts in identity (Graham, 2005).  
3.1.2.2 Exploring relations of power 
Notwithstanding the importance of analysing discursive formations, it is also important 
to determine how LLN teachers have interacted as part of discursive formations and how 
they have operated within networks of power. Foucault (1978) argued that ‘power is 
everywhere’ (p. 93). He understood power as an interactive network of shifting and 
changing relations between individuals, groups, institutions and structures (Foucault, 
1997c; D. Taylor, 2011). However, rather than use the term ‘power’, Foucault’s 
preference was to use ‘relations of power’ (Foucault, 1997c). He stated: ‘I scarcely use 
the word power, and if I use it on occasion it is simply shorthand for the expression I 
generally use: relations of power’ (Foucault, 1997c, p. 291). 
Why is an understanding of relations of power pivotal to this research? Foucault’s theories 
on power shed light on the activities resulting from relations between individual teachers 
and society, and show the ways in which discourse affects these social relations (Foucault, 
1982a, 1991a). Examining how relations of power operate in daily interactions between 
teachers and their workplaces (Fejes & Nicoll, 2008) provides a platform for 
understanding how LLN teacher identity has been shaped at both societal and institutional 
levels (Balan, 2010). 
To explore how relations of power have been exercised across societal, institutional and 
individual levels, I have chosen to use Foucault’s three interrelated systems of power–
knowledge known as biopower, disciplinary power and pastoral power. While I 
understand that applying all three systems to this study is (potentially) ambitious, doing 
so makes it possible to view the same discourses from different angles (Talja, 1996), 
thereby providing a deeper understanding of the ‘everywhereness’ (Foucault, 1978) of 
the power relations in society (biopower), institutions (disciplinary power) and 
individuals (pastoral power). Making use of all three types of power relations also allows 
exploration of how they interact with each other to create specific discursive formations. 
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According to Foucault (1997b, 2007), biopower4 originated in the eighteenth century and 
was located in the biological existence of the ‘body’, constituted as the population, and 
its productive abilities were based around generating and driving political and economic 
issues. Biopower can be seen as a relation of power with the intent of disseminating 
discourse to control the beliefs and behaviours of entire populations.  
Before explaining my rationale for using biopower as a theoretical lens, it is important to 
acknowledge that there are different academic positions on its relevance within education 
research.  Numerous commentators (Kristensen, 2013; Lemke, 2011; Lazzarato, 2002) 
have questioned whether Foucauldian biopower is an effective mechanism to analyse 
modern forms of power (Bevir, 1999), such as those existing within VET institutions, due 
to its definitional imprecision. Conversely, others (Ball, 1994; Lather, 2006; Leask, 2012) 
have endorsed its relevance to modern-day education reform research. Ball’s (1994) 
study, which analysed how the societal influences of marketisation and managerialism 
policies in the United Kingdom influenced the work of teaching, provides an example of 
how modern-day forms of power in education have been influenced by relations of 
biopower. Lather’s (2006) Foucauldian-influenced work serves as another example: her 
contention was that an underlying strategy of ‘policy is to regulate behaviour and render 
populations productive via a “biopolitics” [i.e., application of biopower] that entails state 
intervention in and regulation of the everyday lives of citizens in a “liberal” enough 
manner to minimise resistance’ (p. 787). 
I have chosen to use biopower as a lens for this study as I see it as an appropriate way to 
trace and illustrate how the discourses affecting LLN teachers were originally conceived 
as political and economic issues affecting Australian society (Foucault 1997b, 2007). In 
Chapter 2, the discussion on policy windows presented a critique of literature highlighting 
a shift in dominant literacies over time, from LLN being seen as personal skills for social 
inclusion, to foundation skills that emphasised employment outcomes. Using biopower 
as a lens assists in understanding how and why these discourses have been disseminated 
within society before being taken up by government as policy. This provides some of the 
background knowledge necessary for interpreting the discursive formations of LLN 
                                                                
4 Chapter 5 provides a more detailed explanation of biopower in the context of its application as a relation 
of power. 
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teachers and provides a context through which to understand the cascading effects of 
policy down to institutional directives resulting in changed teaching practices.  
Foucault’s concept of disciplinary power is the ideal tool for exploring how relations of 
power have affected individual LLN teachers within VET institutions. Foucault saw 
biopower and disciplinary power 5  as sitting within the same architecture of power 
relations: whereas biopower is a mechanism to control populations within the state,6 
disciplinary power seeks to regulate the actions of individuals within the state. This study 
seeks to use disciplinary power as a lens to determine how individual teachers have 
internalised specific roles and practices prescribed within given policy frameworks that 
have been generated by biopower (Kristensen, 2013). Bevir (1999) explained that modern 
applications of power, primarily understood as disciplinary power, ‘[take] the form of the 
gaze’ in which individuals are ‘normalised through superveillance’ (p. 69). This study is 
interested in exploring the extent to which this ‘gaze’ has been felt by teachers and, more 
importantly, how it has led to different teaching practices.  
To complete my analysis of power relations, I have chosen to go beyond the effects of 
biopower and disciplinary power and make use of pastoral power as an additional lens to 
determine how teachers behave within defined power structures (Foucault, 2003b). 
Whereas biopower is primarily concerned with controlling the thoughts and actions of 
entire populations, and disciplinary power seeks to regulate the actions and behaviours of 
individuals within the state, pastoral power7 endeavours to be simultaneously responsive 
to both the community and the individual (Foucault, 1982a). Originally applied within 
ecclesiastical settings (Foucault, 1982a), pastoral power is a form of power that governs 
people’s conduct as individual members of a population within a group. It is exercised 
                                                                
5 Chapter 5 provides a more detailed explanation of disciplinary power in the context of its application as a 
relation of power. 
6To Foucault, the ‘state’ existed as a practice not a thing; it was a codification of relations of power at all 
levels across the social body existing in already established institutions and realities (O’Farrell, 2007). 
This concept is examined in greater detail in Chapter 5. 
7 Chapter 6 provides a more detailed explanation of pastoral power in the context of its application as a 
relation of power. 
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with conscious knowledge and has the ability to direct consciences in a similar way as a 
shepherd who cares for his flock (O’Farrell, 2007). 
Given that the foundations of pastoral power originated from ecclesiastical institutions in 
the eighteenth century (Foucault, 1982a), its relevance to understanding modern power 
relations within an educational context could be questioned. Supporting the application 
of this power relation within secular institutions, Pearson (2010) explained that ‘although 
pastoral power was originally aimed at assuring individual salvation in the next world ... 
over time this objective shifted its focus to ensuring individual salvation in this world in 
terms of health [and] well-being’( p. 52). Therefore, the fading of pastoral power in the 
ecclesiastical domain gave rise to its incorporation within the wider social body 
(Foucault, 1982a), including educational settings. Considerable contemporary research 
demonstrates the application of pastoral power within educational contexts (Pelayo, 2014; 
McCuaig, Ohman & Wright, 2013; McCuaig, 2012; Pearson, 2010).  
I have previously described using the three forms of power as being potentially ambitious 
for this study.  However I have countered the potential of criticism by showing how each 
form of power has been applied to other educational studies.  To complete a Foucauldian 
analysis of relations of power-knowledge there is a fourth form of power which could 
have been incorporated into this study – sovereign power. Foucault was noted for 
numerous studies on sovereign power (Foucault, 1990; 2003a). In Foucauldian terms, C. 
Taylor (2011) describes sovereign power as ‘a power which deduces.  It is the right to 
take away not only life but wealth, services, labour and products.  Its only power over life 
is to seize that life, to end, impoverish or enslave it; what it does not seize it leaves alone’ 
(p.41). There are some similarities between sovereign power and biopower. Both are seen 
as totalising forms of power designed to affect whole populations. However a 
fundamental distinction between the two forms was ‘from a right of death to a power over 
life’ (C. Taylor, 2011, p.41). Whereas sovereign power focuses on the establishment of 
laws as a form of governance, biopower is focused on the establishment of norms 
described by Foucault (2007) as the ‘operations of normalisation’ (p.63). 
Although some aspects of sovereign power could be applied to modern day government 
and secular institutions such as VET settings, I have chosen not incorporate it into my 
methodology. Combined, the three forms of power-knowledge are sufficient as ‘tools’ to 
examine the impacts of discourses on LLN teacher identity from various lenses.    In my 
opinion, adding sovereign power into the methodological mix would not provide me with 
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any additional lens in which to investigate relations of power between LLN teachers and 
VET settings. The tools of biopower and disciplinary power make it possible to analyse 
the relations of power that exist between LLN teachers and the state. However, this study 
is also interested in the extent to which LLN learners have an influence over the identity 
of teachers. Therefore, pastoral power shifts the lens, providing an ability to study the 
power relations existing between teachers and learners (Pearson, 2010). This study seeks 
to understand the extent to which teachers have negotiated the discourses surrounding 
them and have used agency to regulate themselves within the social norms of policy 
(Bevir, 1999). 
3.1.2.3 Understanding subjectivity 
Through relations of power, discourse is spread and taken up by individuals either as 
regimes of truth or renegotiated to create new forms of truth. Sitting at the core of identity 
is the poststructural notion of subjectivity. This study is interested in teachers’ exposure 
to a range of discourses and relations of power, and is especially interested in how 
teachers’ negotiate ‘between their sense of knowledge, agency and desire’ to ‘bring forth 
practices of subjectivity’ (Fenwick & Somervillle, 2006, p. 247).  
This study is mindful of Foucault’s (1991b) observation that, within modern societies, 
governance is oriented towards creating subjects according to how individuals see 
themselves (i.e., who they are, rather than who they are expected to be). Within VET 
settings, LLN teachers have been exposed to neoliberal policy reform in which, through 
changed practices of management, they have been positioned as enterprising subjects 
(Edwards, 2008). This study seeks to understand how such changes have produced 
prescribed truths, self-knowledge and personal development (Olsson & Petersson, 2008), 
and the extent to which this has influenced teachers’ roles, pedagogical practices and 
professional identities. 
Understanding the ways in which LLN teachers have been both constrained and enabled 
by discourse is another of this study’s main aims. The concept of ‘technologies of the 
self’ offers a mechanism to consider how teachers have constrained themselves through 
their use of different circulating discourses (Foucault, 1978, 1988b; Gauntlett, 2000, C. 
Taylor, 2011). Deleuze (1995) claimed that ‘there is no subject, but a production of 
subjectivity’ (p. 113). According to Wang (2011), this claim has two aspects: ‘On the one 
hand, the subject can be produced docilely; on the other hand, there is self-production 
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inspired by resistance’ (p. 152). This study is interested in how teachers have made use 
of technologies of the self in the creation of both forms of subjectification.  
Subjectivity is not synonymous with identity. As Fenwick (2006) explained: 
Identity is an image or symbolic code representing something the subject desires 
to belong to or possess: to identify with. The subject strives to perform an 
identity or various identities. Identity is ultimately a representation or mental 
conception that we ascribe to ourselves and to others. (p. 26) 
According to Chappell, Hawke, Rhodes and Solomon (2003), teachers’ conceptions of 
who they are—their identities—are constituted by the power of all the discursive practices 
of which they speak and which, in turn, speak to them. Therefore, exploring teachers’ 
subjective positions provides insight into their identities. 
Positioned within relations of biopower, disciplinary power and pastoral power, this 
research seeks to analyse the discursive formations occurring at societal, institutional and 
individual levels amidst major reform in VET and LLN. Analysing how these relations of 
power have operated provides a base from which to understand LLN teachers’ 
subjectivity—that is, how they have interpreted and negotiated the discourses 
surrounding them. Making use of Foucault’s tools to conduct a deep discourse analysis, 
the intention is to ‘drill down’ to understand the core of LLN teachers’ identities.  
3.2 Applying the Lens to the Methodological Approaches 
Qualitative research does not have a distinctive set of methods or practices that are totally 
its own (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). When selecting methodological approaches, 
consideration needs to be given as to ‘what information most appropriately will answer 
specific research questions, and which strategies are most effective for obtaining it’ 
(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 30). This study is about understanding the lived 
experiences of LLN teachers who work in VET and whose stories, when analysed from a 
poststructural position, provide unique insights. As has been stated, it is also about giving 
teachers a voice. Therefore many of the fundamental principles of narrative inquiry, 
which allows researchers to capture and represent stories, is an appropriate 
methodological approach. The discourse analytic method, which enables researchers to 
analyse qualitative interview data, is also suitable.  
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3.2.1 Narrative inquiry: gathering the LLN voice 
Narrative Inquiry is an umbrella term for a set of research methods that capture human 
personal experience over time, considering the relationship between individual 
experiences and cultural contexts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Trahar, 2009). Given that 
poststructuralism sees language as the core to understanding social meaning (Weedon, 
1987), Narrative Inquiry is an ideal methodological approach to collect data for this study. 
As part of understanding the professional identities of LLN teachers amidst reform, their 
personal experiences are seen as a form of discourse, represented in Chapter 4 as the voice 
of practice. This study seeks to represent the voice of practice of LLN professionals 
working in the field by considering how certain discourses within the reforms have 
affected them as professionals: their roles, their working conditions, their futures (Trahar, 
2009). Viewed through a poststructural lens, narratives provide a foundation for 
understanding how LLN teachers’ ‘subjective meanings and sense of self and identity’ 
(Etherington, 2004, p 4) have been negotiated. Supporting this method of data collection, 
Chase (2005) stated that the essence of narrative inquiry was to gather biographical data 
from people who had lived through the experiences being studied, in this case, policy 
reform. Further support is provided in Connelly and Clandinin’s (2006) contention that: 
People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they 
interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story ... is a portal through which a 
person enters the world and by which their experiences of the world is 
interpreted and made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of 
experience as story, then is first and foremost a way of thinking about 
experience. (p. 375) 
Narrative Inquiry is used differently in this research. Rather than focus on participants’ 
recounts of events, emphasis is placed on the meanings of those events within LLN and 
VET reform. Participants’ narratives are treated as distinct forms of socially situated 
discourses (Chase, 2005). Conceptualising the narratives in this way allows the LLN 
teacher voice to be adequately represented within this study.   
Narrative Inquiry does not situate the researcher as a neutral entity within the research 
process; while the storytellers (participants) have full voice, the voice of the researcher is 
also heard. The researcher is thus required to be reflexively engaged throughout the 
research (Etherington, 2009). I have chosen to perform my engagement through a series 
of interconnected stories that describe my own experiences of the VET and LLN reforms. 
This approach allows me to contextualise my interest in the research and to reflect on my 
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own identity as an LLN professional. However, as discussed below, it is imperative that I 
remain reflexive at all stages of the research to minimise my personal influence over the 
data and its analysis. 
Narratives can be represented in various ways, as written, oral or visual stories 
(Etherington, 2009; Clandinin & Huber, 2000). This study makes use of all three 
representations. Mindful of the importance of teacher voice to this study, interviews were 
used to capture participants’ oral narratives. Each interview was audiotaped and then 
transcribed into written form before being represented visually as an analogous weather 
system (this will be explained in greater detail in Section 3.2.3).  It is important to note 
however that, whilst the participant’s interviews have been written as verbatim quotes, 
some features of the written conventions that traditionally sit within narrative inquiry are 
not used.  For example, whilst there are clear senses of time, the inclusion of scene and 
plot are not clearly articulated (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990).  When deciding to represent 
the participant data in this way, I was mindful of the absolute necessity of ensuring that 
the data accurately represented the participant’s lived experiences as LLN professionals; 
that it was totally their voices. Incorporating excerpts of verbatim quotes minimised any 
potential of altering the stories in any way (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). 
Interview techniques 
Researchers using narrative inquiry view participants as narrators with stories to tell and 
voices to be heard (Chase, 2005). From a range of appropriate collection techniques, I 
chose to use open-ended interviews for this research, as they seemed to offer ‘the 
opportunity for an authentic gaze into the soul of another’ (Atkinson & Silverman, 1997 
in Chase, 2005, p .661).  
Denzin and Lincoln (2005) described the interview process as a conversation in which 
the interviewer practices the art of asking questions and listening to the respondent. 
Researchers need to have well-considered questions that invite appropriate stories to be 
told, yet part of the rationale of narrative inquiry is that individuals’ stories cannot be 
known, predicted or even prepared for in advance (Chase, 2005). Bearing this in mind, in 
this study, while each interview consisted of several key questions that helped to define 
the areas to be explored, the interview process allowed the opportunity for the interviewer 
or interviewee to pursue an idea or a response in more detail. The flexibility of this 
approach, particularly compared to structured interviews, allowed for the discovery or 
elaboration of information that was important to participants but may not have been 
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thought of as pertinent by the researcher (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & Chadwick, 2008). 
This study was mindful that good questions should be open-ended, neutral, sensitive and 
properly sequenced. To provide the best conditions for rich ‘story’ collection, interviews 
commenced with questions that participants could answer easily, before proceeding to 
more difficult or sensitive topics. This sequencing of questions was predetermined as a 
way to put the respondents at their ease, build-up their confidence and establish rapport 
(Gill et al., 2008). Each participant was sent the following list of preliminary questions 
prior to their interview: 
1. How long have you worked in the LLN field? 
2. What brought you into the LLN field initially? 
3. In a professional context, how do you define the term ‘adult literacy/numeracy’? 
4. How do you define your current role and identity as an adult literacy/numeracy 
teacher in your workplace? 
5. During your time working as an adult literacy/numeracy teacher, what have been 
the notable changes in policy and practice? 
6. How have you adapted your teaching practices to accommodate the changes? 
7. What effect, if any, has this had on your professional identity? 
8. Describe what it feels like to work as an adult literacy/numeracy teacher in VET 
in current times? 
9. What do you need, if anything, to do your job better? 
10. What do you see as the future for VET and ultimately for you as an adult liter-
acy/numeracy teacher working within the VET sector? 
3.2.2 A visual narrative: the weather system 
Narrative Inquiry permits me to include my own researcher-based narrative as an integral 
component of my analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). As part of my narrative, I have 
chosen to visually represent participants’ stories as an analogous weather system. I 
understand that this is a potentially risky approach, given that it could be seen as mixing 
scientific concepts with a poststructural framework. However, that is not the approach 
nor intention of this study. Rather broad references to selected meteorological concepts 
such as atmospheric pressure, climate and weather will be included to describe the ways 
that discourses are disseminated into the various layers of society. The idea of a weather 
system allows me to visually display connections between layers of discourse and 
relations of power. Its genesis is described below. 
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To understand teacher identity through a poststructural lens, I needed to examine how 
teachers engaged with the multiple discourses (both written and oral) that circulated 
within relations of power across all facets of society. While reflecting on how discourses 
operated across all levels of society, I visualised a system that reminded me of the various 
layers that exist within a weather system. Seeing the layers of society as macro, meso and 
micro (a more detailed explanation of each layer is provided in Chapter 4) enabled me to 
visualise discursive formations as a build-up of atmospheric pressure, leading to climate 
change, which in turn created weather patterns and weather realities for teachers.  
This image of a weather system, operating with cause and effect relationships between 
each of the levels, resonated with me in terms of seeing discourses and relations of power 
through a poststructural lens. I imagined that a build-up of atmospheric pressure (macro-
layer) had created climatic conditions (policy reform) that had affected weather 
conditions (practices) in institutions (meso-layer), and that the ways in which teachers 
negotiated these discourses, using agency to implement practices (micro-layer), sat at the 
core of their identities.  
Certain discursive formations are created within each layer. A poststructural framework 
sees these layers of discourse as interlocking chains of meaning (Whisnant, 2012). 
Making use of Foucault’s three systems of power—biopower, disciplinary power and 
pastoral power—enabled me to take my analogous weather system further, visualising 
these interlocking chains of meaning as an integral component. Briefly, biopower, as the 
totalising form of power designed to work through the state (C. Taylor, 2011), illustrated 
the dissemination of macro discourses into society in a similar way as the build-up of 
atmospheric pressure produced climate change (macro = policy reform). The discourses 
from climate change brought about different weather conditions which, interpreted 
through the lens of disciplinary power, illustrated the system of policy reform experienced 
by teachers (Kristensen, 2013) as changes to professional roles and practices at an 
institute level (meso = institute directives). The weather conditions elicited certain 
reactions and responses in individuals, which, using pastoral power as the primary tool of 
analysis, provided the opportunity to explore how teachers negotiated the changed 
practices as a result of reform.  
Figure 1 illustrates this methodology, showing the interrelationship between weather 
concepts, relations of power and layers of discourse. The separate components of this 
visual representation are recalled in Chapters 5 and 6, where the discursive formations 
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are discussed in connection with the various relations of power. The components are 
brought back together in Chapter 7 to illustrate how the discursive formations operate 
across all the systems of power.  
 
Figure 1. An analogous weather system 
3.2.3 Discourse analytic method 
Foucauldian discourse analysis has already been introduced as a means of interpreting 
how LLN teachers ascribe meanings to the multiple discourses within society (Whisnant, 
2012). The discourse analytic method offers a systematic way of grouping the language 
themes that emerge from their narratives. Talja (1999) has described this method as: 
Systematising different ways of talking in order to make visible the perspectives 
and starting points on the basis of which knowledge and meanings are produced 
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in a particular historical moment. It pays attention to the way in which 
discourses produce and transform social reality. (p. 2) 
Complementing a poststructural position, this method understands that rather than ‘one 
truly accurate version of a participant’s action and belief’ (Talja, 1999, p. 6), there exists 
a ‘variability of interpretations’ (p. 14). Mindful that participants neither view things in 
the same way nor have the same experiences, Talja (1999) explained that ‘the variability 
of interpretations does not mean that there is no regularity at all in participants’ discourse; 
it only signifies that regularity cannot be pinned at the level of the individual speaker’ (p. 
7). Instead, collective interpretative repertoires are drawn. Talja likened the analysis of 
such repertoires to ‘putting together a jigsaw’ (p. 8): 
Interviews are not interpreted as stories having a clear and distinguishable 
message and meaning; instead all accounts produced by the participants are 
taken into consideration and analysed in order to identify significant patterns of 
consistency and variation in them. Thereafter the researcher starts to ask: What 
is the starting point behind this account? On what kinds of limitations of 
perspective is this particular description based? What other statements in 
participants’ interview talk are based on the same perspective? The endpoint of 
analysis is the systematic linking of descriptions, accounts, and arguments to the 
viewpoint from which they were produced ... usually by concepts which 
repeatedly occur in participants’ talk. (p. 8) 
The search for patterns within interpretive repertoires includes three phases. In the first 
phase, inconsistencies and internal contradictions in the answers of each participant are 
identified. Regular patterns in the variability of accounts—repeatedly occurring 
descriptions, explanations and arguments—are identified in the second phase. The third 
phase consists of identifying the basic assumptions and starting points (in Foucauldian 
language, ‘statements’) that underlie particular ways of talking about phenomena (Talja, 
1999, p. 8). Being well suited to clustering themes within narratives and allowing 
language repertoires to form and become the discursive formation across the three broad 
layers of society (macro, meso and micro), the discourse analytic method is thus an 
appropriate choice for this study. 
3.3 Other Research Considerations 
This study’s chosen theoretical lens and methodological tools have been justified in terms 
of its research question; however, there are some other considerations that need to be 
addressed. The following section provides further detail on participant selection, 
approaches to reflexivity and an acknowledgement of the study’s potential limitations. 
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3.3.1 Defining the participant sample 
Given this study’s primary objective—understanding LLN teacher identity (the voice of 
practice) within Victorian VET settings—a representative sample of male and female 
participants were sought from a range of VET institutions across metropolitan and 
regional locations. Twenty-three LLN specialists were selected. Each participant 
responded to an invitation that explained that interviews would be conducted leading to 
a written narrative formulated by the researcher. 
All participants were specialists in the LLN field with most being employed in Victorian 
VET institutions: six TAFE institutions (two regional and four metropolitan) and five 
ACE providers (two regional and three metropolitan) were represented. In addition, one 
participant was employed in an executive role at Fine Print, an adult education journal 
published by the Victorian Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council (VALBEC). 
Given the study’s interest in examining the effect of reform on teachers at the ‘coal face’ 
of adult LLN within Victorian VET settings, it was important to include participants in 
current teaching positions. The sample included thirteen LLN teachers and seven people 
employed in dual teaching–coordination roles. Miles and Huberman (1994) highlighted 
the importance of collecting data beyond the primary source, travelling to the peripheries 
to talk with people who, although they are not central to the phenomenon, are 
‘neighbours’ to it. With this in mind, I sought to broaden the span of participant 
perspectives by including three interviewees who held management positions in LLN and 
one interviewee (mentioned above) who held an editorial position within Fine Print. 
Although not in current teaching roles, each of these participants had had recent teaching 
experiences and their positions meant that they worked closely with current LLN teachers. 
The data showed that many of the 23 participants had worked, or were working, in both 
TAFE and ACE settings. For example, there were participants who, while currently 
employed in a TAFE institution, were also working or had previously worked in ACE 
settings either as teachers, coordinators or on boards of management. 
The number of years working in the LLN field varied among participants from three to 
27 years. Fifteen out of 23 participants had more than 10 years of experience; 11 of these 
had been involved for at least 20 years. Six participants had between five and 10 years of 
experience. The remaining two participants had been working in the LLN field for three 
and four years respectively. The participants were also party to a range of employment 
conditions. Fifteen held permanent positions within their VET institutions, seven were 
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casual employees and one was self-employed. Table 1 provides a summary of each 
participant, including pseudonym, professional role, age-range, gender, type of VET 
institution, length of employment in LLN and employment conditions.  
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Table 1. Participant Sample 
Pseu-
do-
nyms 
Length 
of Em-
ploy 
(years) 
Age-
Range  
Fem 
(F) 
Male 
(M) 
Professional Role Types of VET Set-
ting 
Employment Status 
   Teacher Coord/ 
Manager 
TAFE ACE Non- 
cas-
ual 
Casual 
Anne 10 F45-
50 
X  X  X  
Bron-
wyn 
23 F55-
60 
X X X  X  
Belinda 20+ F45-
50 
X X X  X  
Carmel 22 F50-
50 
X X X  X  
Cassie 8 F50-
55 
X X X  X  
Colleen 20 F50-
55 
X  X  X  
David 3 M50-
55 
X  X   X 
Carol 24 F50-
55 
X  X  X  
Don 5 M50-
55 
X  X   X 
Dianne 4.5 F60-
65 
X  X   X 
Eve 24 F55-
60 
X X X  X  
Drew 4 M45-
50 
 X X  X  
Fran 12 F50-
55 
X   X X  
Elise 27 F55-
60 
 X X  X  
Gayle 25 F60-
65 
X  X X  X 
Edwina 20 F40-
45 
X  X  X  
Helen 24 F55-
60 
 X Other  X  
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Eliza 10+ F50-
55 
X  X  X  
Isobel 25+ F60-
65 
X   X  X 
Joanne 10+ F50-
55 
X X  X X  
Karen 5 F50-
55 
 X X  X  
Kym 17 F55-
60 
X X X  X  
Linda 8.5 F50-
55 
X   X  X 
3.3.1.1 Recruitment processes 
The initial recruitment phase involved seeking and gaining written consent from the 
Director, CEO and/or ethics committee of each institution. A letter (see Appendix 1) was 
sent to each VET institution that clearly stated the nature and aims of the research and 
methods of data collection. After receiving written consent, I contacted the relevant 
managers or program coordinators who identified appropriate LLN staff who could be 
invited to participate. Individual participants were invited using various communication 
means—phone calls, emails and/or attending staff meetings. Potential participants were 
provided with a Plain Language Information Statement (see Appendix 2) outlining the 
research goals and methods. Once written consent had been provided by the participants, 
interview times were set-up at mutually convenient times and locations. The majority of 
interviews were conducted in neutral settings, such as libraries, and all interviews were 
recorded. 
All interviews were conducted between October 2014 and March 2015. Each participant 
self-selected in the clear understanding that all data would be treated confidentially and 
that neither their names nor their institutions would be identifiable. To ensure their 
anonymity, codes representing participant numbers and VET institutions were affixed to 
each transcript. For the sake of narrative inquiry, pseudonyms were given to each 
participant. 
3.3.2 Situating the reflexive self 
Reflexivity is the process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher—the ‘human as 
instrument’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1981). Denzin and  Lincoln (2005) described reflexivity as 
‘the conscious experiencing of the self as both inquirer and respondent, as teacher and 
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learner, as the one coming to know the self within the processes of research itself’ (p. 
210). Reflexivity forces researchers to come to terms not only with their chosen research 
problem, other researchers and subjects, but with themselves and the multiple identities 
that represent the fluid self in research settings (Alcoff & Potter, 1993).  
In reflecting on reflexivity, it is important to acknowledge that I, as the researcher, am a 
player in and an influence on the situation that I have created (Davies, 2007). As Shotter 
(1994, cited in McLaren, 2009) has argued, it is also important to locate my context within 
the research:  
individual researchers must seek to understand the contexts that they attempt to 
fit their own ‘selves’ into, as well as their socially constructed inner self from 
which they also gaze out before and during any attempts to understand the 
‘realities’ of others’ (p. 3).  
Due to the longevity of my professional involvement in and passion for LLN in VET (see 
Chapter 1), I concur with Patton (2001) who argued that researchers involved in value-
based enquiry must acknowledge their subjectivity created through personal experience 
and engagement. My long-term involvement in LLN has shaped my personal and 
professional identity, which is likely to change as a result of this study (McLaren, 2009). 
Thus, I understand that I am as much a part of the discourse of this study as the 
participants. I cannot stand outside of the discourse, but I can try to take a critical 
analytical stance in relation to the present time (Fejes, 2006). 
Researchers cannot be considered to be neutral entities; they are part of the interaction 
and may influence the interaction (Chase, 2005). Being aware of this, at the beginning of 
each interview I endeavoured to create a shared meaning space in which both parties 
understood the contextual nature of the specific referents and in which, as the interviewer, 
took extreme care to minimise any influence over statements made by interviewees. 
Acknowledging the critical importance of reflexivity to this study enables me to better 
identify and manage risks associated with the research. Below, consideration is given to 
the assumptions that underpin my thinking as a researcher and LLN practitioner of long 
experience, locating me within similar social, political and cultural discourses as the 
participants. 
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3.3.3 Potential limitations of the research 
The poststructural lens and methodological approaches selected for this research have 
many strengths. However, they also have limitations. The data for this project was 
collected during a six-month period which saw significant changes in government policy 
in VET and LLN. Although the purpose of the research was to study the influences of 
LLN–VET reform on teachers’ identities, poststructuralism anticipates that discourses 
will change and identities will evolve. Therefore, due to the certainty of continued change 
in policy and other discourses, the findings of this research may not be considered 
representative beyond the study’s limited time frame. 
VET and LLN reform has largely been led by changes in policy at a national level; 
however, the funding arrangements remain primarily within the realms of state 
government policy. Yet, despite this, locating the study within Victorian VET institutions 
could be seen as a limiting factor, as the results are representative of only one state within 
Australia, rather than the nation as a whole.  
The participant sample incorporates a mix of genders and ages from metropolitan and 
rural regions and, although dominated by women aged between 40 and 65 years, can be 
seen as broadly representative of LLN teachers working in VET institutions across 
Victoria. However, it has proved difficult to locate any facts about the representative 
characteristics of LLN teachers against which to judge my sample.  
The participants were selected from two main types of VET institutions—TAFE and ACE 
organisations. However, as Wignall (2015) noted, LLN work occurs in a broader range of 
settings, including private RTOs and libraries. Although it could be argued that the 
majority of LLN programs occur in either TAFE or ACE organisations, not including 
other types of settings could be seen as a limitation, as the participant sample does not 
represent the full range of LLN teacher workplaces. 
The data was collected from single narratives, as each participant was only interviewed 
once. Although each interviewee had a chance to make changes to their transcripts, the 
fact that the bulk of the data represents a single point in time for each interviewee can be 
seen as a limitation. Added to this is the fact that only 23 people took part in the study. 
While the value of narrative inquiry lies in its capacity to capture real-life experiences, 
this is obviously a small snapshot of the total pool of LLN professionals currently working 
in LLN related contexts in Victorian VET institutions. 
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*** 
The rationale for the research methods is based on the subject under investigation and the 
emphases being sought. Using poststructural perspectives on identity and subjectivity and 
a narrative inquiry approach, this study seeks to gain insight into the influences on VET–
LLN teachers’ practices and identities in a time of significant reform. Looking through a 
poststructural lens, the study makes use of the discourse analytic method to concentrate 
on the language being used by LLN teachers at a time of significant policy reform in adult 
literacy provision within the wider context of VET reform in Victoria.
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Chapter 4:  
Capturing the Voice of Practice 
Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) teachers working in Victorian Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) have experienced rapid and continuous change through 
reform (Foley, 2008). This chapter focuses on hearing the voices of LLN teachers to see 
how they have internalised written and spoken discourses circulating as part of LLN–
VET reform. It can be assumed that this reform has affected teachers’ roles and practices 
to some degree (Foley, 2011a). It is important to hear accounts of these reforms from the 
individuals affected for, as Britzman (2003) claimed, ‘voice is meaning that resides in the 
individual’ (p. 43). However, the primary intention of this chapter is to represent LLN 
teachers’ voices collectively—as a unique stakeholder group within VET. This collective 
voice is vital, for despite being positioned at the epicentre of reform, LLN teachers have 
been marginal to contemporary policy development (Benseman, 2014).  
Chapter 3 outlined the methodology of using Narrative Inquiry to collect and represent 
participants’ voices. In line with this approach, Gay (2000) described stories as the ‘means 
for individuals to project and present themselves, declare what is important and valuable, 
give structure to perceptions, make general facts more meaningful to specific personal 
lives, connect the self with others, proclaim the self as a cultural being’ (p. 3). In this 
chapter, the voices contained within 23 stories of individual experience shed light on ‘life 
as it is lived on the landscape’ (Trahar, 2009, p. 3), specifically, the lives of LLN 
specialists in the VET landscape. 
The participant’s stories are viewed as a form of spoken discourse to be analysed through 
a Foucauldian lens. Sharp and Richardson (2001) described Foucauldian discourse 
analysis as a matter of selecting the relevant ‘tools’ to make sense of the ‘historical and 
cultural specificity of particular ways of knowing the world’ (p. 194). A range of tools are 
used in this study to understand LLN teachers’ professional identities. Some are used in 
this chapter and some are used in the next two chapters; together, Chapters 4, 5 and 6 can 
be seen as a kind of trilogy. The Cambridge Dictionary (2016) defines a trilogy as ‘a 
series of three books ... written about the same situation ... forming a continuous story’. 
Calling Chapters 4, 5 and 6 a trilogy seems appropriate, as together they make full use of 
Foucault’s tools in analysing both spoken and written discourses and explore the 
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emergence of the participants’ language as ‘systems of formation’ of discourse (Foucault, 
2010, p. 43). 
Applying Talja’s (1999) Discourse Analytic Method (DAM), this chapter analyses 
participants’ narratives collectively as language formations. Borrowing from the learning 
analytics language used by UNESCO (2012), the language formations are positioned as 
three layers of discourse—macro, meso and micro. When viewed as spoken discourse 
spanning three layers, it is possible to see patterns within these discursive formations, 
arising from the effects of government policy through to participants’ inner ideologies 
and core beliefs (Weedon, 1987; Rose, 1998). This chapter positions participants’ voices 
at the forefront. Apart from a broad application of Foucault’s tool of discourse, 
participants’ narratives are not overlain with other poststructural tenets. Rather, the focus 
is on collating and organising participants’ language into themes and repertoires that will 
be of continued relevance in later chapters. 
The three layers of participant discourse align with Foucault’s understanding of modern 
power as an ‘interactive network of shifting and changing relations among and between 
individuals, groups, institutions and structures that consisted of social, political, economic 
and personal relationships’ (Lynch, 2011, p. 3). For this study, the macro-layer comprises 
participants’ reactions to the policies of federal and state governments concerned with 
economic and political developments, and trends affecting VET and LLN reform (Lemke, 
2007). The meso-layer structure describes participants’ responses to the institutional 
directives resulting from changes to policy. Finally, the micro-layer articulates the 
ideologies, personal beliefs and actions of the participants (Lemke, 2007; Lynch, 2011). 
This chapter concentrates on unveiling the language formations of participants, termed 
the ‘voice of practice’. Later, within Chapters 5 and 6, this language is re-examined as 
‘statements’ (Foucault, 2010) to determine how the chains of language across each layer 
have shaped individual perceptions. Foucault (2010) did not intend ‘statement’ to be 
viewed in a linguistic sense, like ‘sentence’, but rather as a function. In a functionary 
sense, a statement can be viewed as a ‘discursive junction-box in which words and things 
intersect and become invested with particular relations of power’ (Graham, 2005, p. 7; 
Deleuze, 1995), occurring as a response to particular issues such as reform.  
Although the language analysis for this chapter has been drawn from the narratives of 23 
participants, a full application of the DAM does not regard the individual as the principal 
unit of analysis, but looks for regularities or patterns (Talja, 1999). Using this method 
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allowed for the emergence of a range of common themes, known as interpretive 
repertoires (Talja, 1999), across the three layers of discourse. To validate the clustering 
of these language themes as interpretive repertoires, I undertook a two-step approach. The 
first step was to draw out a selection of verbatim quotes from the transcripts and group 
them into themes. The second step involved re-examining each transcript, highlighting 
the instances where the repertoires had emerged and tallying these as a collective whole.  
In keeping with the narrative approach, and to protect the anonymity of each participant, 
pseudonyms have been used rather than actual participant names when representing the 
language formations. Although this chapter represents the voice of practice collectively 
(i.e., as a collection of interviews), from a poststructuralist perspective it is important to 
acknowledge that each of the participant’s voices reflects wider political, institutional and 
vocational discourses. Mindful of the need to protect and not dilute the LLN voice, where 
appropriate, references to government policies have been included within the layers of 
the discourse, as context. In deciding which policies to reference, I drew reflexively on 
my own experiences working within the LLN field.  
Reasons for Entering the LLN Field 
As captured in semi-structured interviews, the voice of practice represents the spoken 
accounts of 23 LLN specialists—teachers, coordinators and managers currently employed 
in a range of Victorian VET institutions. Table 1 provided an overview of the participants’ 
employment status, age-range, gender, type of institution and length of time working in 
LLN. What this data showed was that the majority of the participants were female 
teachers, aged 50–55, who had been working in LLN for significant periods of time.  
Sixteen participants had worked in the LLN field for more than 10 years, and 11 of these 
had worked in the field for more than 20 years. Given such longevity in the field, it was 
important to ascertain whether specific themes could be drawn out to show why people 
were initially attracted to LLN work. 
However, the question, ‘what brought you into the LLN field initially?’, elicited such a 
broad range of responses that it was difficult to draw themes from the data. Some 
participants, such as Carmel, had commenced as volunteer tutors, later becoming paid 
employees. Carmel recalled: 
I trained as a volunteer adult literacy tutor ... and worked as 1:1 volunteer as a 
community provider. Then I got some paid work with the community provider 
and then since 1992 I have worked in ... the TAFE environment. 
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Diane was contacted by a VET organisation to work casually in LLN after retiring from 
mainstream teaching: 
Well I had retired from secondary teaching and then I just got a phone call out 
of the blue from TAFE. They felt that they needed someone to give some support 
to the students ... So someone must have said, ‘Oh ... would be right for that’. 
So it just sort of came because I was offered it really; I didn’t seek it. 
Some participants were initially attracted to the casual nature of the work, which enabled 
them to balance family–work commitments; others commenced because they were unable 
to find sustainable employment within mainstream education. For Edwina, the decision 
to work in LLN was premised on a disenchantment with mainstream education. She 
noted: 
I just sort of stumbled into it really. I was studying to be a teacher ... and I did 
my teaching rounds in schools and was fairly appalled really. Then I ... had some 
friends working in the ACE sector and quickly got work there ... That’s how I 
was introduced to adult literacy ... and that was a revelation about a whole new 
world. 
Notwithstanding the wide variety of reasons for entering the LLN field, one theme that 
most participants had in common was the absence of passion to work in the LLN field 
prior to their employment; most did not seek out LLN teaching because they desperately 
wanted to work in the area. Rather, their motives for entering the field were usually based 
on pragmatic reasons, such as an inability to find ongoing work in mainstream education, 
seeking to balance work and personal commitments or lifestyle choices. However, as will 
become apparent, most LLN specialists quickly developed a passion for the field after 
commencement. 
4.1 Macro-Layer Discourse: Policy Changes 
To facilitate analysis of the discourse at a macro-level, excerpts from the narratives that 
show participants’ understandings of the climate of VET and LLN reform was selected. 
This section explores how federal and state government policy change in both areas in 
recent years was internalised by the participants. The analysis identified three broad, but 
distinct, language repertoires: the discourse of funding decline, the discourse of 
compliance and the discourse of inadequate LLN curriculum.  
The discourse of funding decline primarily emanated from the policies of the Victorian 
State Government, which was the major funding source for VET programs and regulated 
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by a government agency known as the Higher Education and Skills Group (HESG), 
previously known as Skills Victoria. Most VET institutions also received an allocation of 
funding from federal government sources through the commissioning of the Skills for 
Education and Employment (SEE) program, implemented to target jobseekers who were 
identified (from a deficit model) as lacking functional literacy and numeracy skills. The 
discourses of compliance and inadequate curriculum are also positioned at the macro-
level, articulating participants’ responses to changes in policy that have brought about 
tightened regulatory controls in VET and changes to LLN curriculum. 
4.1.1 The discourse of funding decline 
There was a unanimous perception among the 23 participants involved in this study that 
reform had led to a decline in funding within VET. Anne commented that within her rural 
TAFE institution ‘life is dictated, by money and funding. The changes through the funding 
we get from Skills Victoria, how they’ll fund courses, they’ve just had huge implications’. 
This perception was also apparent within ACE organisations. As TAFE teacher and 
volunteer on the board of management at an ACE institution, Carmel articulated: 
I’m disappointed to see how [Adult Community and Further Education] ACFE1 
is being starved from funds. The change in state government policy has meant 
that community providers have much less support than they ever had which is a 
shame. 
Cassie, who worked within a large metropolitan TAFE institute, commented on her 
perception of the relentlessness of funding decline: ‘You can see the funding cuts are on 
and on. You think you get through one cut and then somehow by the time we get around 
that cut, there is another cut.’ 
With 22 years’ experience working in LLN, Belinda commented on the effects of funding 
policy reform: 
With the two-course rule that’s come in, we can no longer put the CGEA with 
other areas. That means they [students] will have done two courses that semester 
and so they can’t do anything else so we have to unhook ourselves from that 
because of the new rule. 
                                                                
1 ACFE is governed by a board of management that oversees the government funding allocation and 
provision of adult education courses within ACE organisations (non-TAFE). 
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Expressing a similar concern, Bronwyn commented:  
They aren’t enabling us to do enough hours and the two-course rule is 
prohibitive as well. Unless the state government makes study support in the 
form of literacy and numeracy exempt from the two-course rule, we’re backed 
into a corner. 
Changed policies towards VET funding were also seen as affecting the employment 
conditions of LLN teachers. The interviewees who were casually employed expressed 
concern that the decline in government funding was having a direct effect on the amount 
of paid work they could access. In large part, this was related to the requirement to have 
more students in class so that institutions could maintain a level of financial sustainability. 
Casually employed within a rural TAFE institute, David claimed: 
My hours have dropped because of funding. My position is limited by numbers 
in the class or students that we can enrol. I’m only there for a two hour block. 
They try to keep their classes to 14 or 12 and if there’s say, no more than eight 
eligible students, there’s no scope for me to be there because it’s not financially 
viable. 
Compared to the wages paid at TAFEs, lower wages have been a reality for ACE 
employees for a long time. In large part this was due to the differences between 
employment award conditions between TAFE and ACE organisations. A common 
repertoire among participants working in ACE was the perception that teachers wages 
were making it difficult for them to remain in the LLN workforce. Currently employed 
by an ACE provider, Isobel expressed her concern about the low pay of teachers: 
I’m working in a community centre—its bitsy sessional. I’m lucky that I do have 
support behind me, others working in the community centre don’t. If my 
finances relied on my teaching, then I would have done something very 
different. 
Participants’ language highlighted concerns about the effects of funding reforms. These 
aligned with changes in state government policy, which had resulted in a significant 
reduction in LLN funding over a three-year period (2011–2014), as outlined in Chapter 
1. Participants were also reacting to the state government’s decision to limit the number 
of government-funded enrolments per calendar year to two courses for LLN learners 
(Department of Education and Training, 2016a; State Government of Victoria, 2013), and 
the maximum number of funded hours of enrolment for learners enrolled in concurrent 
LLN support programs to 95 (Department of Education and Training, 2016a, 2016b; 
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Department of Education and Early Childhood Development—Higher Education and 
Skills Group: Contract Notification, 2013). 
4.1.2 The discourse of compliance 
A common repertoire emerging from the narratives was of policy creating major changes 
to quality assurance, or ‘increased compliance’. As described by interviewees, the effects 
included: burgeoning workloads due to increased paperwork; increased data collection, 
auditing and testing; new rules; and an unprecedented pressure for outcomes.  
As an LLN specialist with over 20 years’ experience in the field, Gayle’s reflections on 
changes in quality assurance were common to other participants. Concerned with the level 
of increased accountability within VET, she stated: 
Accountability is seen as the major driver rather than individual outcomes. We 
are working in very different parameters in our social world and political 
contexts. We do need to be accountable but we haven’t seen any evidence that 
all this accountability is proving better outcomes.  
Eve’s experience of increased accountability was similar: 
I think there have been significant changes in policy and practice. When I first 
started in TAFE the emphasis was on doing what you wanted in the classrooms 
as long as the students were learning; there was nowhere near the emphasis on 
compliance. I can see the need for some level of accountability—but they’ve 
pulled it too far the other way. The quality of teaching suffers. 
David believed that increased accountability was detracting from the time he could spend 
with students. He commented: 
Look, you spend a lot of time on your record keeping; your accountability. 
Having to keep up with your accountability actually takes away the time you 
can spend assisting students. 
I understand why there’s coding and descriptors2 and all those sorts of things. I 
do understand but it’s time consuming; it takes away from the actual face to face 
teaching you know. 
                                                                
2It has become commonplace that, as part of auditing, references to course/unit codes and descriptors are 
systematically checked. 
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Gayle, Eve and David’s concerns with compliance expectations were directly related to 
a set of policy reforms that had led to the installation of a national VET regulator, the 
Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA), in 2011, and the increased expectations of 
quality assurance imposed by the state government (ASQA, 2015; Department of 
Education and Training, 2016a, 2016b; Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development—Higher Education and Skills Group: Contract Notification, 2014). The 
result was more paperwork, not only to justify the appropriate use of state government 
funding, but also to ensure national consistency in VET course delivery. 
The majority of participants had had recent firsthand experience preparing for audits. 
Commenting on the level of preparation required for an audit, Joanne, a coordinator 
within an ACE institution, stated: ‘The amount of compliance paperwork to support what 
goes on in the background is so much more’. Others, such as Anne, were reacting to more 
than just the increase in paperwork; it was the actual auditing, conducted by external 
government bodies such as HESG and ASQA that concerned them. Anne stated: ‘We’ve 
had two audits this year which is a lot and next year we’ve got re-accreditation.’  
As well as more frequent regulatory and funding audits, institutions were also subject to 
regular site audits, often with minimal notice. With regard to the latter, Elise expressed 
concern that ‘everything is so straightened and everything has to be done so quickly and 
fast and teachers are so concerned about doing the audit trail and stuff like that’. Fran, a 
teacher in ACE, expressed similar sentiments: 
One of the things that happens when we get audited is that you are told which 
files to pull out and you go, ‘Oh shit!’ The teacher might have left and you’ve 
got to fix up the files. 
Participants expressed concern that, not only were LLN teachers subject to more audits 
to comply with both funding and regulatory specifications, but the rules around auditing 
were constantly changing, making it difficult for teachers to keep up to date. Belinda 
highlighted this in her comment that: 
Things are constantly moving, there are new rules and whole new terms. This 
way there’s a new rule and that way there’s a new policy. So you’re on the hop 
the whole time, so the pace is faster and things change more readily. 
Eve was concerned that even when the auditing rules were provided, different auditors 
interpreted them differently. She explained: 
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It’s time consuming because there are no clear guidelines on what the auditors 
will or won’t accept. It varies quite frankly from auditor to auditor. It means that 
there is a lot more over-assessment, more documentation and constant checking 
of processes and redefining it.  
There was also a perception that increased paperwork requirements were being duplicated 
in vocational classes, particularly for students enrolled in embedded LLN support 
programs. Casually employed by a rural TAFE, Don articulated this in his claim that:  
Both the ... department and our department quite separately do this testing. 
There’s a lot of duplication going on here. It’s very time consuming and then, 
when you mark these for each student, where is the forward analysis? ... Why 
are we gathering it? Ultimately to satisfy the auditors. 
Although burdened by increased compliance requirements, some participants reasoned 
that increased scrutiny and quality assurance may have enhanced their teaching practices. 
Carmel’s view was that: 
The whole auditing and compliance has forced us into changing practices about 
assessment ... that’s been good for practice but other things have been made 
inflexible. Things like writing assessment tasks have changed over the years for 
the better in fact. Some of that has actually been more rigorous and better. 
As has been shown, the discourse of compliance was prominent within participants’ 
narratives. A range of common themes emerged, including: that compliance had resulted 
in greater emphasis on paperwork, increased audit activity, uncertainty as to when audits 
were being conducted and what auditors’ expectations were. Questions were also raised 
about the underlying purpose of increased compliance. 
Notably absent from participant’s narratives was the term ‘quality assurance’. With one 
exception, there were no references to quality or quality assurance in relation to auditing 
mechanisms and methods of data collection. This is in stark contrast to documentation 
circulated by regulatory bodies, which states that ‘ASQA aims to improve the quality of 
outcomes in the VET sector’ (ASQA, 2015, p. 1) and that the Victorian Registration and 
Qualifications Authority (VRQA 3 ) seeks ‘to strengthen the quality of Vocational 
Education and Training in Victoria’ (VRQA, 2015, p. 1). In a National Centre for 
                                                                
3Some Victorian VET institutes, in particular, ACE organisations, are governed from a quality assurance 
perspective by the VRQA. 
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Vocational Education Research (NCVER) report, Misko (2015) identified quality in VET as 
being the level of excellence in training delivered by public and private RTOs that 
included both quality management and regulatory frameworks. According to Misko 
(2015), ‘an efficient and streamlined regulatory system’ should not be ‘overly 
burdensome’ (p. 13) and should encourage quality of provision of VET training and 
education, yet this was not the perception of LLN teachers involved in this study. Further 
discussion around participants’ perceptions that their roles and professional practices 
have become dominated by regulatory measures (compliance), leaving significantly less 
time to maintain quality systems, is provided in Chapter 5.  
4.1.3 The discourse of inadequate curricula 
This section examines the perception that changes in policy have resulted in inadequate 
LLN curricula. Most participants understood these changes as reflecting increased 
employment-driven outcome requirements that decreased teachers’ ability to be flexible 
in their approach to individual learners. 
Concerned with the push to narrow the focus of LLN towards foundation skills for 
employment, Belinda complained that: ‘The government are telling us what to teach, it’s 
all workplace related now, whereas before it was whatever we wanted to do. It was if we 
liked it and the students liked it.’ Gayle worried that this limited her ability to focus on 
more holistic aspects of LLN, such as personal and community development. She stated: 
‘When I first started ... it was based on the person, now I think in the VET sector it’s much 
more specific, literacy and numeracy about an employment outcome.’ 
Sharing Gayle’s concern, Helen lamented what she saw as a change in focus, from LLN 
curricula that had originally encompassed a broad framework, placing equal emphasis on 
goals in community engagement, personal development and employment, to a linear 
curriculum aimed at employment specific competency development. Her interview 
responses were influenced by her prior involvement with the 2013 re-accreditation of the 
Certificates in General Education for Adults (CGEA). 4  Commenting on the new 
curriculum format, which she viewed as more closely aligned to vocational courses, 
Helen stated: 
                                                                
4The CGEA is a national adult literacy and numeracy curriculum that is commonly used to teach LLN. 
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I was included in the CMM [Curriculum Maintenance Management]5 when ... 
we were doing all these rewrites and the language of it just did my head in; it 
was just CBT [competency-based training]. I think that was a bit of a factor in 
me thinking, “I don’t know that I want to keep teaching in here”.  
As a consequence of changes in the focus of LLN curricula over time, participants’ 
perceived that LLN’s original emphasis on community engagement had been lost, 
consumed by the need to have LLN skills directly linked to vocational outcomes. Some 
argued that this change did not suit the needs of learners, not least because there was less 
flexibility for teachers to create programs to suit individual needs. This view was 
highlighted by Gayle who stated: 
I think that teaching practices are much narrower than they used to be. You do 
teach to the competency that’s required and the time that you get to teach it is 
really limited. 
Others, such as David, expressed concern that close ties to competency descriptors were 
limiting teachers’ abilities to teach to individual needs. He contended: ‘Trying to match 
up the descriptors with what you actually do—it can be very challenging.’ Adding to this, 
Eve claimed: ‘You’re more driven by the requirements of the unit of competency than 
you are by the student’s needs which I think is a problem’. Karen believed that LLN 
teachers had become more focused on assessment that on providing meaningful learning 
experiences: ‘I actually think that teachers are so focused on assessment they are 
forgetting about teaching’. 
Participants’ narratives illustrate that teachers spend a great deal of time on assessments 
that are driven by restrictive competencies that do not necessarily or easily meet learners’ 
needs. This practice was implemented, by and large, to satisfy the needs of auditors and 
a government driven funding formula.6 Articulating the concerns of many, Edwina stated: 
The only way to fund work is to enrol students into curriculum but we aren’t 
able to necessarily fully deliver all the requirements to that curriculum because 
                                                                
5 The Curriculum Maintenance Management is an organisation commissioned by the state government to 
oversee curriculum maintenance and development work. 
6 HESG created a funding formula that was linked to specific courses and student contact hours (SCH). 
RTO’s were required to demonstrate the full training activity linked to each unit of competency. 
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we are not in control of what actually happens in the classroom. So we’re always 
trying to fit square pegs into round holes. 
Concerned about the inflexibility of this approach, Carmel claimed that: 
You can’t always do what the students need, you’ve got a curriculum document 
that means you’ve got to show an auditor that you’ve adequately assessed this 
learning outcome and this assessment task whether the student really needed 
this assessment task or not. 
This section has identified three broad, yet distinct, discursive repertoires that show 
participants’ responses to changed policy directives. At the macro-level, an 
interrelationship between funding, compliance and curriculum was evident. Participants 
reacted to the conditions caused by stricter controls and changes, leading to reduced 
funding, limitations of curriculum and a perceived over-regulation by auditing bodies. 
Each of these conditions intersected, producing a direct cause and effect reaction that 
influenced teachers’ perceptions and roles within their VET institutions. Limited to the 
macro-level, this section has highlighted a snapshot of participants’ understandings of the 
realities of policy reform. The following section drills down further, exploring the meso-
level. It focuses on how reform has led to changed professional practices and roles within 
VET. 
4.2  Meso-Layer Discourse: Changed Institutional Directives 
Responding to Government Policy 
This chapter has highlighted LLN specialists’ understandings of the effects of reform in 
VET and LLN that have resulted in changed policies related to funding, compliance and 
curriculum. While participants have felt the effects of reform, these policy changes have 
occurred through government initiatives—at a macro-level—from which teachers’ have 
been relatively removed. However, they have not been removed from ground-level 
changes at their individual VET institutes, wherein local managers have enacted 
directives as a response to policy changes. At the meso-level, this immersion has resulted 
in significant changes to LLN teachers’ professional practices. Participants’ narratives 
have been clustered into two main areas: the discourse of support and the discourse of 
changed teaching practices. 
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4.2.1 Discourse of support 
Somewhat surprisingly, there was no clear answer from participants in response to the 
question, ‘what is your role and identity within your workplace?’ One theme that emerged 
revolved around the language of support, both for learners and vocational teachers. 
4.2.1.1 Supporting learners 
Analysis showed that the word ‘support’ was used more often than the word ‘teach’. Most 
participants, when commenting on their professional roles, clearly identified the 
importance of providing support to learners. The significance of learners to LLN teacher 
identity will become apparent in later chapters. This section commences with an overview 
of the attributes of learners who undertake LLN programs within VET, as identified by 
participants in this study.  
The broad commonalities among learner cohorts identified by participants included 
limited education, long-term unemployment and ‘baggage’, or entering class with issues 
that created multiple barriers to learning, of which low literacy–numeracy skills was only 
one factor. According to Karen, as a cohort, LLN learners were not: 
Just disadvantaged by their literacy, they have multiple barriers. They [the 
teachers] are dealing with a disengaged cohort often with a lack of purpose and 
they are dealing with a rejected marginalised group often.  
Fran believed that such attributes affected learners’ attitudes to ‘learning and being in the 
classroom’. Most participants characterised their students as having ‘complex’ lives and 
numerous personal commitments.  
Participants recognised that their students came from a diverse range of cultural 
backgrounds and that they encompassed a wide range of ages, skills and needs. To 
effectively carry out their roles as LLN teachers, participants understood the importance 
of getting to know the needs of individuals within their classes. Illustrating this, Cassie 
claimed that: 
Each student has a different need and you’re not just teaching them reading and 
writing and numeracy; you are giving them study skills. First you have to create 
an atmosphere for them to learn, to be comfortable in the classroom ... Unless 
you understand these students and where they are coming from and where their 
needs are and what they bring into the class, you cannot teach them. You cannot 
do justice to what you do. 
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As well as teaching LLN skills, many participants placed equal, if not more, importance 
on their role of supporting the development of other learner attributes. While they referred 
to ‘teaching reading and writing and numeracy’ and ‘giving the students basic skills so 
they can fill in forms and get a job’, most participants emphasised their role in nurturing 
learners, encouraging them to be independent, achieve personal goals and develop 
confidence in their own abilities. This was explained by Colleen who asserted, ‘basically 
it’s about supporting adults who need nurturing really. They [the students] need to be 
comfortable and make mistakes and learn by their mistakes.’ 
Participants recognised that learners were often unsure about their own skill levels and 
needs, and that it was part of the teacher’s role to ‘illuminate for the students the bits they 
didn’t know’. Kym, an LLN coordinator in a metropolitan TAFE, felt that the 
complexities that existed within the VET system could be overwhelming to students. 
Therefore, one of the roles of the LLN teacher, she explained, was: 
To make the system as user friendly as possible which means working around 
the constraints that come from funding and standards and various regulations 
etc. Really the education system if you like is a bit like a ghost train in a fun 
park but also an Aladdin’s cave. It’s really about getting them through the ghost 
train so they don’t get scared off so they can get into the Aladdin’s cave and 
absolutely have a ball.  
Due to the diversity of their learners’ needs, many participants believed that their roles 
often extended beyond the realms of traditional teaching. For Belinda, being an LLN 
teacher meant taking on multiple roles: ‘It could be social worker, adviser, parenting to 
the younger students. It’s all encompassing’. Don believed that his LLN teacher role 
included ‘a mentoring role as well, good teaching is about good mentoring’. Fran 
expressed similar sentiments, stating, ‘I work in a community house; it’s mother, adviser’. 
This section has highlighted the emphasis that LLN teachers placed on supporting 
learners to reach individual goals. Although LLN learners shared some common 
attributes, the diversity in their backgrounds, levels of education, ages, LLN skill levels 
and needs meant that each student had to be treated differently. The participants in this 
study recognised that their role was not just to teach LLN skills, but to support learners 
to develop positive attitudes to learning. 
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4.2.1.2 Supporting vocational teachers 
Interestingly, some LLN teachers felt that a critical part of their role involved providing 
support to vocational teachers. This was particularly evident in the responses of 
participants who worked in LLN support roles within vocational classrooms. Illustrating 
this, Anne explained: 
I have become more of a support teacher to the VET teacher in the total sense 
of having more communication and more meetings and more discussions with 
VET teachers about their student’s needs; about the way I will support students. 
It’s very much more [about] consulting with the VET teacher, whereas when I 
first started as an adult literacy teacher it was more my own views and 
expectations … So, in that sense, probably my place, my role in the workplace 
has become … more of an attachment to a VET teacher than a stand-alone 
teacher. 
Another teacher delivering embedded LLN support to vocational students, David, 
concurred: ‘I see myself in that class as a support role to the teacher’. Similarly, Don 
commented that ‘we are there on more of a support role; it’s very hard for us too. We 
can’t interrupt the VET teacher’s progress.’ 
It might be assumed that LLN teachers would interpret their support roles negatively—
as a downgrading of their roles for which changes in policy could be blamed—but this 
was not the case. In fact, they held the opposite view. As will be examined in greater detail 
in Chapter 6, the narratives highlighted a range of positive outcomes stemming from LLN 
teachers’ work with vocational teachers. Some participants believed that the profile of 
LLN teachers had increased within VET institutions as a result of reform; they pointed 
out that they were now playing more active roles and feeling like they were more a part 
of the overall VET sector. Participants believed that increased levels of contact between 
VET and LLN teachers had resulted in greater understanding of and respect for LLN 
teachers’ expertise and support. As Don stated, ‘I think we are held in reasonably high 
regard ... because they know we have got good capacity in maths’. Similarly, Carmel 
commented, ‘people [within the institute] ... understand that we have a broad kind of 
understanding and quite broad capabilities’. In discussing her increased team-teaching 
role, Eve added that ‘the VET teachers gain a huge amount because they start to look at 
their delivery and the materials they use differently and start to get ideas’.  
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4.2.2 Discourse of changed teaching practices 
This increase in VET teacher support constituted a major change in teaching practice. 
Participants’ narratives revealed a number of other significant changes due to reform. 
Given that their combined experience in the LLN field spanned from three to 27 years, 
their narratives revealed a broad range of repertoires that could be drawn out for analysis. 
The emerging themes have been subdivided into five categories: increased focus on 
vocational outcomes in curriculum design and delivery; increased paperwork; increased 
student numbers in classes; reduced time for delivering LLN classes; and increased 
emphasis on funding and compliance-related professional discussions. 
4.2.2.1 Achieving employment outcomes 
As discussed in Section 4.1, a number of significant changes in LLN curricula resulted in 
shifts in learning content, from social–personal development to vocationally specific LLN 
skill development linked to employment outcomes. This was very different to what some 
participants experienced earlier in their LLN careers. Explaining this, Gayle stated: 
Within the VET or TAFE sector we’ve moved away ... When I first started I 
think the literacy and numeracy in a broad sense was very much about personal 
development and improving personal life skills to enable you to do other things 
and that could be just in the community or to get a job or study. But it was based 
on the person. Now I think the VET sector it’s much more specific: literacy and 
numeracy is about an employment outcome.  
There was broad agreement that this changed focus in curriculum owed much to 
employment bodies’ having a greater voice. Joanne, for example, commented that there 
was no ‘funding and pressure for people to be employed and so they’re [the VET 
institutions] getting pressure from the JSA’s [Job Seeker Agencies]’.7 Belinda endorsed 
this view, claiming that ‘ old fashioned reading and writing … we still do, but it has to be 
the focus of what Centrelink are looking for or the new push the government are putting 
through’. Kym also commented on the increased linkages between LLN and employment 
outcomes, resulting in changed delivery practices: she believed there had been ‘a move 
away from the use of pure literacy and numeracy to a far more vocationalised context 
                                                                
7 Job Seeker Agency (JSA) was the predecessor term for Job Active Agency (JAA). 
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delivery. There’s been consistent discussion of the merging of vocational and LLN 
delivery’. 
4.2.2.2 Increased administrative practices 
The previous section showed the emergence of the discourse of compliance in the 
language repertoires of the participants at a macro-level. As part of this discussion, it was 
established that audits and the assessment driven nature of LLN classes had created 
imposts on teacher’s professional roles, realised in part through a major increase in 
paperwork. Exploring this notion further, Kym explained that: 
There’s a huge increase in the administrative role that teachers need to play with 
their reporting and management of programs ... they are almost like account 
managers for that course and for their class of students. They have to manage 
their data entry on the student management system and keep tabs on student 
attendance and all kind of stuff. 
I could be wrong because I’ve only been in the system for a relatively short time 
compared to some others but it seems to me that the role in recent years has 
really turned into a high admin role as well. 
Kym was not suggesting that administration was a new aspect of the teaching role just 
that it has changed. Paperwork was always a regular feature of teachers’ work; however, 
whereas previously it was centred on class planning and preparation to cater for diverse 
and individual learners’ needs, now it had a different focus. Describing this change in 
practice, Drew, an LLN manager employed at a rural TAFE, lamented that ‘we spend 
most of the time satisfying compliance issues rather than teaching’. Eve expressed similar 
concerns: 
The time to properly plan classes has been whittled away. What I mean by 
properly planning classes is that it includes things like being able to do research 
online, practices, being able to network with people to talk about what they are 
doing ... So often teachers are running with what they have used before because 
they haven’t had time to develop something new … It just means there isn’t the 
spontaneity that there used to be that the students enjoyed. 
Some participants held the view that increased compliance and assessment was having a 
detrimental effect on the learning experience. Due, in large part, to the need to provide 
supporting evidence to validate learning outcomes, the content of classes had become 
centred on the completion of assessments rather than the development of skills. Other 
administrative burdens, such as filling in feedback forms, were placed on learners during 
class to demonstrate compliance, as Anne commented: ‘I find often the time is taken up 
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getting students to sign this and put this date on, and can you give me some feedback? 
They just want to get on and finish their course’. 
4.2.2.3 Increased class sizes 
Another changed teaching practices theme that emerged from participants’ narratives 
centred on increases in class sizes due to reductions in funding. Colleen stated that ‘you 
have to have 20 people in your class or you can’t run a class’. According to Karen, ‘the 
big difference of having 15 in a class to the necessity of having 20 in the class has put 
tremendous pressures on teachers’ abilities to provide individual attention to the 
students’. Like many other participants, Joanne worried about the viability of LLN classes 
with low numbers. She commented: 
For those classes to survive when there are lower numbers has really diminished 
just in the last 10 years that I’ve been around the traps. Classes used to survive 
with lower numbers. Now it’s just not viable for them to survive so I see RTOs 
closing the door on adult literacy courses. It’s really tragic.  
4.2.2.4 Reduced time with learners 
Many participants believed that reductions in funding had resulted in less time for 
teaching. Eve’s suggestion, that ‘hours are being squeezed’, was echoed by numerous 
participants in the study. Also common was the understanding that fewer teaching hours 
resulted in shortened timeframes for learning. Illustrating this concern, Linda commented 
that: 
First you might have had a whole year to teach a certificate, and then it went 
down to six months. It just got tighter and tighter, which I see is a funding thing. 
Now you have to push students because the requirements are getting so high 
now that they have to achieve so much in six months. It’s just the pressure has 
increased. 
Some respondents drew a link between the decline in funding and a greater turnover in 
learners, resulting in less stability within class groups. Linda, for example, claimed that 
‘you may as well be teaching from ground zero to Year 10 in one classroom. Because of 
the funding, the turnover, it’s continuous enrolments’. As soon as vacancies in LLN 
classes arose, there was pressure for them to be filled. This limited teachers’ abilities to 
develop the skills of learner cohorts over sustained periods of time. Among participants, 
there was the perception that this detrimentally affected teachers’ relationships with their 
students, as Kym stated: ‘Teachers don’t have the connection with their students that they 
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once had. There is less opportunity to cater for individual needs and you’ve got more 
students in your classroom’. 
4.2.2.5 Changed professional discussions 
The final theme that emerged from the narratives was that of changes to professional 
discussions. In general, most participants believed that policy reform had compelled LLN 
teachers into becoming more involved in business discussions that had previously been 
confined to management circles within VET institutions. 
Highlighting her direct involvement in finance-related discussions within her institution, 
Belinda stated that ‘it’s more money focused than when I first came in. We didn’t talk 
about money; we didn’t know what we were paid for the students per hour. But now it’s 
very important.’ Airing the view that traditional pedagogical discussions centred on 
learning and teaching were being overlooked in meetings, Anne claimed: 
In all of our meetings ... everything has gone back to dollars, finance everything. 
We don’t talk about student satisfaction much; we don’t have meetings on 
teaching styles or anything like that. It’s always numbers, students, compliance, 
resulting so that we can get the funding. 
 
The changed teaching practices identified by participants were all directly related to 
government policy reform. Some were positive, such as the belief that LLN teachers’ 
profiles within VET institutions had increased, as demonstrated by the value that VET 
teachers placed on LLN teachers’ expertise. However, there were also a range of negative 
effects stemming from policy reform, including changes to teaching practices both inside 
and outside the classroom due to increased class sizes and reductions in teaching time. 
The data also showed that, due to a change in focus towards employment-driven outcomes 
and increased compliance measures, teachers were feeling pressured to balance the 
outcomes required by government with meaningful outcomes for learners. This section 
has illuminated the downward trend whereby policy reform (macro) has affected the roles 
of LLN teachers within their institutions (meso). To understand how policy reform and 
institute directives have been internalised by teachers with respect to their ideological 
beliefs and core understandings, the following section concentrates the analysis at a 
micro-level.  
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4.3 Micro-Layer Influence: LLN Teachers’ Ideological Viewpoints on 
the Present and Future of LLN 
This chapter has analysed the language within participants’ narratives at the macro– and 
meso layers, but the flow-on effects continue down into the micro-level. This section, 
which focuses on analysing the narratives at this deeper level, shows how the effects of 
reform at the macro–and meso level has contributed to the actions and responses of LLN 
teachers. The micro-level analysis is organised around three questions: How do LLN 
teachers define LLN? What do LLN teachers need to perform their jobs more effectively? 
What do LLN teachers see as the future for LLN in VET? 
4.3.1 Defining LLN 
Over the years, several broad definitions have been applied to LLN, such as those 
contained within the Australian Language and Literacy Policy (1991), a statement from 
the Australian Council for Adult Literacy (2006) and the National Foundation Skills 
Strategy for Adults (2012). These broad definitions belong at the macro-layer. 
Participants’ narratives showed more personalised understandings of the meanings of 
literacy and numeracy. When asked to define LLN, participants did not reference common 
definitions from governmental or adult education based sources. Rather, they responded 
at a personal level, drawing on their years of experience working with adult learners. 
When asked to define LLN, Cassie responded by stating that ‘adult literacy and numeracy 
is difficult to define because nobody seems to have a decent definition’.  
Viewed from a phenomenological perspective, LLN is difficult to define. As has already 
been discussed, LLN teachers consider LLN learners to be a diverse cohort with diverse 
needs. Indeed, according to LLN teachers, the needs of individual LLN learners are all 
different. This could explain the reluctance of participants to reference any common 
definition of LLN. Highlighting the individuality of LLN, Karen commented: 
Due to the diversity of needs you can’t define adult literacy and numeracy at the 
level of a framework descriptor. It really has to be based on the adult’s 
understanding of their needs and their background obstacles that have been 
placed in front of them. 
Mindful of the perception that LLN varies according to the needs of individual learners, 
and drawing primarily from participants’ experience working in the LLN field, three 
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broad repertoires have been identified that help to define adult literacy and numeracy: 
functional skill development, skills deficit and the development of learner attributes. 
4.3.1.1 Functional skill development 
It was noted by various participants that LLN could be defined as the development of 
functional skills. Drawing on her 22 years of experience, Carmel’s defined LLN in terms 
of macro skills. She stated: 
I never quite know because I like bits of other people’s definitions. I think, in 
terms of adult literacy, we’re talking about the five macro skills—reading, 
writing, speaking, listening and numeracy, but learning as well. But I also 
understand and I appreciate that it’s greater than that. It’s so that people can do 
what they want to do in society, take part in society as they want to. 
Sounding a similar note, Carol defined LLN as something that gave learners the 
‘competence and skills to function’ in society. Drew, an LLN coordinator in a rural TAFE 
with four years’ experience, articulated a narrower perception, describing LLN as the 
‘skills that enable students to adapt to a workplace environment’. Dianne suggested that 
LLN was not just about the acquisition of functional skills, but also how to use those skills 
as a tool kit to gain new knowledge. ‘Obviously the ability to read and write’ was 
important; however, beyond helping people to be literate, Diane maintained that it was 
important to teach them to ‘use that literacy, to interpret the words and their meanings, to 
help gain the knowledge’. For her, it was ‘not just the ability to read and write’ that was 
important. Joanne stressed the importance of representing LLN positively. Drawing on 
her experience of trying to describe LLN within her workplace, she recounted: ‘I try not 
to define it by a deficit so I always try to define it with what is there. I might say functional 
literacy and numeracy that enables people to function in their everyday world’.  
4.3.1.2 Deficit 
Joanne’s concern with not defining LLN in deficit terms was not shared by all 
participants. For example, Fran, who worked in an ACE institute, believed that the 
majority of students in her LLN classes were lacking in basic skills and ‘that their skills 
are weak and they want to get them better’. Edwina also felt that LLN programs were 
about deficits, but she had a slightly broader view on literacy: 
I’m thinking of [literacy] in terms of programs with low or limited skills for 
engaging with the full range of texts that are needed in modern life. So that’s 
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looking at it from a program point of view. I guess literacy in terms of skills set, 
for me it’s about engaging fully in the whole range of the world of written texts. 
Fran too spoke of LLN in deficit terms, but she extended her definition by adding that 
learners tended to underestimate their own skills in LLN. Like other participants, she 
believed that the notion of deficit often came from the students themselves. Describing 
LLN skills, Fran explained that ‘I sort of look at it like a muscle that’s not being used. 
What I’d like to say is that they probably have got a lot of these skills, they’ve just avoided 
using them for a long time.’  
4.3.1.3 Developing individual learner attributes 
The third theme that emerged from the data was that LLN helped learners to develop new 
attributes. This was in spite of government policies that directed funding for LLN towards 
low-skilled learners with the aim of transitioning them into employment. While 
participants expressed concerns about the constraints of funding, and lamented the loss 
of ‘learning for learning’s sake’, they still considered that learning should be connected 
to the support that individual students needed. Reflecting the sentiments of other 
participants, Eve explained that, notwithstanding the diversity in backgrounds and ages 
of her students, her role as an LLN teacher was to: 
Make sure it’s real, it’s relevant; that the students are engaged with what they 
are doing and that they are going to gain new skills out of their further education. 
Adult literacy and numeracy should promote student’s confidence and 
engagement in society and not just in work. It should be contextualised to those 
sorts of things to their interests. 
Karen linked LLN to individual goal setting, commenting that ‘LLN doesn’t exist in a 
vacuum … it has to be connected to a purpose so adult literacy and numeracy for 
employment, for further study, for personal development’. Referring to the achievement 
of personal goals, Bronwyn’s view was that development included ‘learning to navigate 
the Australian culture and to connect in some capacity and they [learners] need LLN to 
do that and they need other things as well’.  
Elise believed that learners needed help to develop a range of ‘learning to learn’ attributes, 
such as confidence, that would assist them to see learning as transformative, thus enabling 
them to progress to other types of learning. Preferring to define literacy and numeracy 
separately, she explained: 
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Literacy is the requirement for supporting people to become independent in 
reading and writing in a variety of genres, improving their competence. 
Numeracy I would define as teaching people who don’t have confidence or 
don’t have skills to work with numbers in the world.  
I see the roles [of LLN teachers] in the best of all possible worlds as something 
that might hopefully be transformative for the learner so that they might see 
themselves as learning other things as well. 
Giving learners the confidence to participate in transformative learning altered their 
negative perceptions of education and promoted a sense of self-belief in their own abilities 
to transfer their functional LLN skills between contexts. Helen saw this as a matter of 
helping learners to develop ‘confidence with [their] written and spoken and critical 
literacy skills’ so that they could ‘function in a very complex society’; it was also about 
helping them ‘to grow … and to continue to learn’.  
4.3.2 Discourse of LLN teachers’ needs 
As active employees within the VET sector, the participants in this study were asked, 
‘what do you need, if anything, to do your job better?’ A range of interesting and 
important themes emerged, as participants cited various issues that affected their work 
within VET. The key changes that most participants wanted were: a greater voice to 
inform LLN provision, greater access to LLN professional development, more funding, 
and more time and clearer guidelines. 
4.3.2.1 Greater voice 
Several participants highlighted what they saw as the under-recognition of LLN 
specialists’ expertise as a factor influencing current LLN policy. With eight years’ 
experience working in the field, Cassie’s complained that LLN teachers’ voices were not 
heard: ‘You are not heard, you are not recognised’. Participants claimed that new 
curriculum material, linked directly to funding, was being handed down to LLN teachers 
in a non-negotiable manner. This curriculum, which was not meeting the needs of learners 
in their classes, was affecting their ability to do their jobs properly. Expressing the 
sentiments of others with regard to LLN teachers’ collective political voice, Colleen 
stated: 
It’s such a feeble voice. It’s not part of policy planning. If I was part of the 
policy or I was part of the government or had a voice; if the teachers had a voice, 
I’m sure there would be a change but teachers have very little voice in changing 
policies. It’s just handed down. 
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While the perception of an absent or declining teacher voice was a consistent theme, some 
participants nevertheless believed that they, as a collective, needed to take greater 
responsibility for advocating on their own and learners’ behalves. Speaking in general 
terms about LLN teachers, Bronwyn stated that ‘we are not inclined to [advocate] our 
own cause’. Compared to other teaching groups within VET institutes, LLN teachers were 
‘not the squeaky wheels’, Bronwyn explained. This belief was shared by others, such as 
Eve, who commented that ‘LLN teachers need to be more vocal in what they actually do’, 
and Anne who thought ‘that perhaps we could talk up more on what we do rather than 
just sit quietly back and wait’. 
Although, as indicated in Section 4.2, participants suggested that they felt valued by 
vocational teaching colleagues, the data showed that the same for how they felt valued by 
VET management. An experienced LLN teacher working with vocational classes, Anne 
commented that ‘I feel more like a second rung to the VET teacher’. Reflecting on what 
she saw as the current perceptions of management towards LLN teachers, Dianne 
explained that ‘you didn’t feel as though they felt you were valuable in the things you 
were doing’. Quantifying this somewhat, Diane stated:  
When I first started there was a lot of support. We’d have team meetings 
regularly where you had input and sort of felt part of a team. Then the manager 
had two roles and from that point communication dropped off. I felt as though I 
never really heard from him. 
The perception of a declining voice also extended to the wider ACE industry. There was 
a belief that peak adult LLN bodies were less able to actively influence LLN policy and 
provision. Referring specifically to the Australian Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL), 
Helen claimed that ‘in 2002 or 2003 … the ACAL [showed a] kind of leadership, there 
was a sort of strength. I think we have been a bit sidelined now because the funding has 
gone out of it’. 
Some participants expressed the view that there needed to be more research, particularly 
from LLN practitioners themselves, as a way to increase their voice. These participants 
argued that greater practitioner research could assist policymakers to understand the 
actual needs of learners ‘on the ground’. Anne claimed that more practitioner-based 
research would provide valuable ‘data to justify our role’. 
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4.3.2.2 Greater access to professional development 
Many interviewees believed that there needed to be greater access to professional 
development (PD) in LLN. Representing a common view, Eliza stated that: 
I think the professional development has become quite scant, it hasn’t been well 
supported. It doesn’t feel like a professional environment in which to work. The 
professional development is so important in the field. I mean, how on earth they 
can expect to get a literate population happening if they are not going to support 
that? 
Colleen shared similar concerns: 
When we started, ACFE used to fund such a lot ... we used to have moderation, 
we used to have workshops. We used to have PD, which has all been cut back. 
Slowly, gradually it’s all gone. So you’re not really developing the staff let alone 
the students. 
The Victorian Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council (VALBEC) featured 
prominently in participants’ narratives and was seen as an important factor contributing 
to professional development. The peak body representing ACAL in Victoria, the 
VALBEC had maintained strong membership. An active member of VALBEC, Helen 
asserted that ‘in Victoria we are still the strongest in terms of our membership and our 
committee’. Known by various names, VALBEC was originally formed in 1978. Since 
then, according to Campbell (2009), it had provided ongoing ‘organisational support for 
the ... adult literacy field in Victoria’, raising ‘community awareness about the need for 
literacy education for adults’ (p. 3). 
Several participants expressed the view that internal forms of professional development 
provided to LLN teachers, scant as they were, had become subsumed into wider VET 
issues linked to policy reform initiatives. Articulating this viewpoint, Joanne stated: 
I think that everything now is about VET practice, even those professional 
development workshops we go to. We are in the workshops with people who 
are delivering VET certificates. All of our compliance paperwork is geared 
towards VET like we all have to provide a training matrix that shows how we 
are qualified and what experience we have against what units we are teaching 
... So we’re sort of in this bind about being seen as VET practitioners but we’re 
not VET practitioners. 
A flow-on effect of LLN being subsumed into the wider VET system (see Chapter 5), 
Joanne’s comment reflects a trend of reduced LLN specific PD in favour of compliance 
and funding-driven professional forums. This trend is documented in an NCVER report, 
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‘Who is delivering foundation skills? A survey of the LLN and education and training 
workforce’, that shows LLN teachers primarily participating in PD related to reporting 
and systems compliance (Circelli, 2015). 
Declining access to professional development was also represented by participants as 
being linked to a decline in overall funding for VET and LLN provision. This was 
particularly evident among teachers who were casually employed. In some instances, 
accessing PD delivered internally within TAFEs meant deciding to participate in an 
unpaid capacity. Illustrating this, David stated: 
If the TAFEs are offering PD or something like that I’ll certainly attend it or I’ll 
try to if it suits me or I can do it. Like if I was earning a bit more money I’d be 
more inclined to do even more. With six hours work a week and no holiday pay, 
you don’t do an extra 45km round trip, you know. 
Eliza, also casually employed, concurred: 
Well apparently they had no budget available for any professional development. 
I tried to get some funding to go to a conference but they said that I would have 
to pay for it myself, which I did. When you are in that sort of environment, they 
didn’t fund anyone. It wasn’t just because I was sessional; they weren’t even 
funding the ongoing staff. 
4.3.2.3 Smaller class sizes 
The effects of changes to funding have already been discussed as part of the macro-level 
analysis of the narratives. When the participants were asked what they needed to improve 
their job performance, more funding was a common response. Commenting on what she 
saw as a contradiction between federal and state government funding policy, Karen 
claimed that: 
We deliver the [Skills for Education and Employment] SEE 8  tender; it’s a 
Commonwealth funded program with 800 hours of delivery; every hour of 
which has to be done in the classroom ... which has limitations into how it can 
and can’t be delivered. Then you’ve got the state funding for literacy being 
totally bastardised really. So that’s what I mean by contradictions. At the 
Commonwealth you’ve got an LLN stream coming through and then at the state 
                                                                
8 Skills for Education and Employment is a literacy–numeracy program funded by the Commonwealth 
Government and targeted at job seekers. 
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level it’s just been plundered and merged and nearly wiped out. Things would 
be better if we had a few more funding resources. 
Echoing the frustrations and concerns of many, Carmel claimed that ‘because money is 
now … so tight you end up with larger classes as well’. Following this line of thinking, 
Linda asserted that greater funding would facilitate smaller class sizes, which was what 
was required to accommodate the individual needs of learners. Linda felt that with 
‘smaller class sizes, you can achieve so much more’, for with ‘less students [you could] 
give them more of [your] time so they can actually achieve something’. For Joanne, ‘the 
big difference of having 15 in a class to the necessity of having to have 20’ was that it put 
teachers under ‘tremendous pressure’. Signalling her agreement, Cassie noted that the 
concerns of teachers regarding class sizes were being ignored, as government policies did 
not ‘recognise that we need more funding. We need to bring TAFE back alive’. 
Taking a different approach, some participant’s suggested that the current policy 
represented an inappropriate use of government funding. To such participants, the realities 
of declining funding and increasing class sizes were limiting learners’ capacities to 
demonstrate improvements in skills leading to positive outcomes. Reflecting this 
perception, Linda suggested that: 
I think that the government is wasting its money. They think it’s all about money, 
making sure we are getting value for our dollars ... you know it’s a waste of time 
to put so many students in one class and the students are not achieving. They 
have to come back and back. You could be more successful with less students 
in your class.  
4.3.2.4 Greater clarity 
In addition to a simplified compliance system, participants vocalised the need for greater 
clarity in their roles and expectations in order to carry out their professional duties. The 
problem was the lack of clarity in what was expected of teachers around changes to 
government funding and quality assurance. Don, for example, wanted ‘some clearer 
guidelines with “this is the role as we see it. This is our expectation”. Which is a simple 
measure of performance.’ A teacher delivering embedded LLN support within a 
vocational class, Don felt that the lack of clarity was creating problems in his workplace. 
In particular, requiring students to enrol into two courses, vocational and LLN, was 
resulting in a duplication of documentation due to increased compliance expectations.  
Discussing this increase in compliance paperwork, Don claimed: 
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It impedes in the sense that it takes up too much of the students’ time and our 
time. I think there’s a short way home. I wouldn’t mind being part of, say ... the 
hierarchy ... I’d say, ‘Well look let’s simplify it, grossly simplify it’. Let’s not 
have duplication between the XXX department and the YYY department. Let’s 
have a common form and objective. 
Contributing to the lack of clarity was the perception of constant change in compliance 
requirements from the auditing and funding bodies. Highlighting this, Belinda noted: 
Things are constantly moving. There are new rules and whole new terms. This 
way, there’s a new rule and that way there’s a new policy. So you’re on the hop 
the whole time so the pace is faster and things change more readily. It would be 
lovely if things were stable and you had one set of rules and could sit on them 
for a while. 
This section has explored the relationship between macro-layer findings related to policy 
changes and LLN teachers’ needs from the perspective of participants. Resoundingly, 
participants sought a greater LLN teacher voice in policy discussions around funding, 
compliance and curriculum design, which they believed was lacking. Participants also 
sought greater access to professional development, lower class sizes, more time to 
complete their compliance duties and more time for students to participate in classes. 
Each of these needs was directly related to a decline in actual government funding for 
both VET and LLN. The difference between teachers’ perceptions and the curriculum-
based understanding of literacy and numeracy was also evident.  
4.3.3 Discourse of the future 
This multilayered analysis of the data has shown a range of responses, both positive and 
negative, from participants. In light of these responses, participants were asked to 
consider what they saw as the future for VET and for themselves, as LLN teachers 
working within the VET system. These questions provoked a mixed set of responses 
ranging from diminishing roles to positive futures and some level of uncertainty in 
between.  
4.3.3.1 LLN Provision will be reduced further in VET 
The majority of participants predicted a future in which LLN provision would be further 
reduced within VET. In large part, this perception was due to funding constraints that 
made it increasingly difficult for LLN classes to be financially viable. Colleen’s 
comments were representative: 
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[I see a] future where the LLN sector [will] be diminished considerably because 
funding is becoming such an important issue. I can see that funding for the 
CGEA is being cut. So it’s over the years been cut, cut, cut ... .I think the adult 
literacy is being squeezed into a corner and will disappear. 
Cassie made similar predictions about the future of LLN in the TAFE sector: ‘We need 
teachers in the field, but to do this TAFE is getting chopped; it’s getting suffocated. It has 
no funding now and more and more limitations and policy changes’. Commenting from 
the perspective of someone who had worked in the LLN field for over 20 years and seen 
a major change in priorities, Gayle stated that: 
I think it’s a dwindling area. It’s certainly different from the 90s when it was a 
large sector of TAFE. It’s continued to decrease. I think it probably had its 
heyday in the 90s. In that decade there was a lot of discussion and it was a very 
vibrant sector at that stage. 
4.3.3.2 LLN will continue in VET 
Although fewer in number, some participants believed that, due to LLN’s heightened 
profile at governmental and vocational industry levels, there would be a continued need 
and future for LLN provision within the VET system. For example, Eve held the view 
that: 
given the National Foundation Skills Strategy [for Adults], there will always be 
a place for LLN teachers. They can’t afford not to put some emphasis on it. 
They’ve got to continually look at foundation skills and revisit to see how we 
do it bigger, better, brighter. 
Bronwyn agreed that the National Strategy had increased the profile of LLN: ‘We’ve 
attracted a bit of attention and the study support and the whole notion of foundation skills 
and the foundation strategy have made people think about it.’ 
Although reasonably positive about the future, Karen believed that for LLN to survive it 
needed to be more closely linked to employment outcomes. She stated that ‘unless we 
link our profession more strongly to enriching through employment and further study, 
well I think that we’ll get left behind’. Isobel also saw the future of LLN as linked to 
employment: 
I know that because of the demand on employers that people have to reskill and 
up skill that there’s always going to have to be adult literacy and numeracy; it’s 
never going away. It’s never going to be conquered, there will always be a role 
for it. Personally I can’t see it becoming as valued as it should be.  
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4.3.3.3 The future of LLN is uncertain 
Among participants who saw a continued future for LLN, several were uncertain about 
who would be teaching it. Some believed that the responsibility for LLN would fall within 
the wider duties of VET teachers and that minimal qualifications9 would be needed for 
teaching adult literacy. Anne agreed with this notion, commenting that ‘I feel like the need 
for adult literacy has grown but ... it could be virtually put back on to the VET teacher’. 
However, she was uncertain about how LLN would be funded into the future: ‘I’m not 
sure. I feel like it’s very dependent on the funding bodies ... and whether they appreciate 
adult literacy and they will dictate how they want it’.  
4.4 Reflections on the Learners 
This final section represents a different type of participant discourse. So far the analysis 
has focused on the effects of policies and institutional directives on teachers’ roles at 
macro, meso and micro levels as a way to gain a preliminary understanding of their 
identities. However, an important feature of the data was the strong connection that 
teachers had with learners. The following discussion of this connection could have been 
placed within the micro-layer of discourse, as participants’ responses were primarily 
based on ideological viewpoints. It has been separated from this layer of analysis in order 
to lay the foundations for the discussion within Chapter 6 that highlights the influence 
that learners have over teachers’ actions. Two main themes related to learners emerged 
from the data: that learners deserve better and that learners provide positive affirmations 
to LLN teachers. 
4.4.1 The discourse of learners deserving better 
Overwhelmingly, all participants believed that LLN learners deserved better than what 
was being provided for them through current policy. This perception was due, in large 
part, to the reduction in funded hours from the government and the fact that there was less 
time to deliver LLN classes. Participants believed that students were not being given the 
                                                                
9 The minimal qualification being referred to here was the recent inclusion of the core unit into the 
Certificate IV in Training and Assessment titled Address adult language, literacy and numeracy skills 
designed to familiarise all VET teachers with an awareness of LLN issues and strategies to be used 
within VET classes. 
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attention and time that they needed to demonstrate real improvements in LLN skills. 
Drawing on her long history working in the LLN field, Fran commented: 
When I first began there weren’t any limits to how long people could learn for. 
People could enrol and learn until they had learnt. Now it’s all these course 
limits, it’s just silly. Learners are just being recycled through program after 
program. 
Some participants were of the view that learners and their needs had been devalued by 
government. Colleen articulated this sentiment: ‘This cohort of students learn very slowly 
and you are sort of saying that they don’t matter. Push them out. Forget about them. That 
seems to be the government’s policy’. In Cassie’s view, the current funding policy in LLN 
was ‘like cutting off the first few rungs of the ladder and expecting people [learners] to 
climb higher and higher’.  
4.4.2 Learners providing positive affirmation 
Notwithstanding the range of negative feelings expressed by participants, a strong theme 
that emerged from the narratives was that teachers continued to feel positively about their 
work in LLN. Largely, this was due to the connection they had with learners and the 
feeling that they were making a positive difference in their lives. Also strong was the 
impression that LLN teachers viewed being with learners in the classroom as a type of 
haven. Carol echoed the sentiments of many in her claim that: ‘In the classroom it doesn’t 
feel any different, I still get to work with the students and share the journey’. 
Not only was the classroom a type of haven, isolated from the effects of fast-paced policy 
changes, to teachers, the most fulfilling aspect of their roles was working directly with 
students. Illustrating this, Belinda stated: ‘The best part about it is in the classroom in 
front of the students and the rest is what has to be done but that isn’t enjoyable to me’. 
This sentiment was endorsed by Cassie who explained that her ‘only satisfaction’ was 
seeing her students make ‘little achievements’. 
Most participants felt their efforts were appreciated by learners. Don, who felt he had a 
good level of personal rapport with his students, stated of LLN teachers in general, ‘we 
are appreciated’. Like many others, Dianne enjoyed being in the classroom—‘it’s very 
rewarding’, she commented: ‘I feel good you know. I love being in there and the students 
really appreciate your help’. Anne attributed this feeling of satisfaction to ‘student 
feedback ... you do get fantastic feedback’.  
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This study’s capacity to reveal the strong connections that participants have with LLN 
learners is one of its distinguishing features. Teachers felt validated by the feedback they 
received from learners, and advocated that learners deserved better than what was 
currently being offered to them within the VET system. 
*** 
This chapter represented the narratives of 23 specialists working in the field of LLN in 
VET settings, focusing on how policy reform in both LLN and VET has affected their 
practices, understandings and core beliefs. Applying Talja’s (1999) discourse analytic 
method to the data revealed a range of consistencies in the language participants’ used, 
providing a script for the emergence of a new narrative known as the ‘voice of practice’.  
To summarise, consistencies existed in the participants themselves and their language 
formations. Even though there were four interviewees who were not in current teaching 
roles, their use of language did not vary noticeably from that of practicing LLN teachers. 
Other than responses to the question, ‘what is your current role in your workplace?’ 
individual narratives did not show any discernible differences in language use and 
influences. All participants, regardless of their roles, employment status or type of VET 
setting, demonstrated similar responses to macro-level influences sitting within the policy 
reform and were sympathetic to the fact that LLN teachers were having difficulty carrying 
out their roles.  
This chapter illustrated links between the various layers of discourse, from macro, to meso 
to micro. Language formations consistently showed how changed funding, compliance 
and curriculum policies affected teachers’ perceptions and job roles at both the meso and 
micro levels. This will become important later in the thesis, when participants’ statements 
are viewed as discursive formations that show how the chains of language link within 
various layers of discourse. 
As we have seen, at the meso-layer, reforms to funding policies have resulted in major 
changes in the ways that LLN courses are delivered and the amount of access that learners 
have to classes. This has directly affected teachers’ needs and feelings of frustration at 
the micro-layer. In general terms, ‘employment-driven’ adjustments to curriculum and 
overbearing auditing requirements have forced teachers to change their teaching practices 
to fit within a system they perceive as regimented and compliance driven. Supporting this 
sentiment, Fimyar (2008) noted that ‘policy makers can and do constrain the way we think 
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about education in general and specific educational policies in particular, through the 
language in which they frame policies’ (p. 8). 
A direct link was observed between the macro-layer of compliance and teachers’ ability 
to carry out their roles within their institutions. Specifically, there appeared to be an 
overriding viewpoint that teachers’ time was being consumed by paperwork, which stole 
critical time from class planning and preparation. The burden of paperwork also detracted 
from the time that teachers could devote to teaching LLN in their classes, not least 
because learners were also expected to complete a range of compliance documents. Many 
participants believed that increased assessment expectations linked to funding were 
driving the content within their LLN classes. Once again, in support of this perception, 
Fimyar (2008) stated that ‘there has been a shift in assessment policy discourses in the 
last 50 years from general knowledge and experiences to competencies and performance 
which are to be evaluated’ (p. 9).  
Some participants questioned the value that increased compliance-related documentation 
was having on outcomes for learners. Rather than improving outcomes, they believed that 
it was adversely affecting both the teachers and learners’ ability to have meaningful 
learning experiences. There was a level of cynicism regarding this documentation; 
because it did not appear to be making any significant difference to learners’ LLN levels, 
some participants felt that compliance documentation was solely to satisfy government 
auditors. 
Participants’ repertoires reinforced the notion that an increasing focus on employment-
oriented curriculum had changed the nature of the content delivered within classes. 
Although the interview transcripts showed that participants embraced the notion that LLN 
should support the development of learner attributes—such as goal setting, confidence 
building and the ability to transfer literacy and numeracy skills into a range of contexts—
they believed that too much emphasis had been placed on employment-driven outcomes 
and functional LLN skills. This change in emphasis was viewed as limiting the flexibility 
that teachers had had in designing classes around the diverse needs of their students. At a 
micro-level, this resulted in teachers believing that their expertise was no longer valued 
in curriculum design.  
The narratives consistently reinforced the extent to which teachers were positively 
influenced by learners. In general terms, learners provided teachers with positive 
affirmation through demonstrating their acquired skills, changed learning habits and via 
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positive feedback. This positive reinforcement from learners contributed to teachers’ 
ongoing passion for their work, especially in the face of negative macro-level influences. 
The data also showed consistent evidence of positive feedback and support for LLN 
teachers from other VET teachers, despite some confusion about their role. Although 
some LLN teachers saw themselves as playing secondary, supporting roles to VET 
teachers; others, feeling that the professional status of LLN teachers had grown, felt 
validated by the support roles they played in vocational classes. 
Most participants believed that the voice of LLN teachers had been lost over time. At a 
micro-level, participants were consistent in their view that the LLN field needed to regain 
its teachers’ voice. Interestingly, while there were many references to VALBEC as the 
state body, only one participant made reference to ACAL as the national peak body 
representing the voice of LLN teachers and learners. This suggests that it is the national 
LLN voice that has lessened over time. A consistent perception of declining access to PD 
may have been contributing factor.  
The discourse analytic method endeavours to seek out consistencies in participant’s 
accounts as the principal point of analysis; however, it is also important to acknowledge 
the emergence of variations in participants’ language. One variation that emerged was the 
lack of a common definition of LLN. The data showed that participants were divided in 
their descriptions of LLN across three broad areas: LLN as functional skill development, 
LLN as deficit and LLN as the acquisition of personal attributes. As will be discussed in 
more detail in the next chapter, perceiving LLN in terms of functional skill development 
and/or deficit can be viewed as a form of subscribing to (i.e., agreeing with) policy 
reforms that connect LLN with employment skills.  
Another variation that emerged from the data concerned participants’ perceptions of low 
pay conditions for teachers working in the LLN field. This perception was only articulated 
by two subgroups: those working in ACE settings and casually employed TAFE teachers. 
Members of these groups linked their low pay (compared to other educators) and reduced 
access to paid work to the diminution in government funding. Participants who held 
ongoing employment in TAFE institutions did not raise such concerns. 
This chapter commenced the process of data analysis by capturing the language of LLN 
teachers in the field. It represented the emerging interpretative repertoires as macro, meso 
and micro levels as a way of introducing the discourses of LLN and VET policy reform. 
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This chapter serves as a starting point to consider the effects of government policy on the 
identities of LLN teachers’ working in Victorian VET institutions. What has been 
presented so far is just the tip of the iceberg in terms of understanding how participants’ 
language has been affected by wider discourses circulating around them and how this, in 
turn, has affected LLN teachers’ professional roles and identities. To understand not only 
how these language repertoires have been created, but also the extent to which they been 
influenced by wider discourses and relations of power in play at government and 
institutional levels, requires deeper analysis of the kind expressed in Jorgensen and 
Phillips’ (2002) argument that language should be viewed as a machine that generates 
and constitutes the social world of individuals. According to Edwards (2008), discourse 
is not just a unit of language, it should be seen as a unit of human action, interaction and 
cognition. To understand the totality of the effects of the discourses occurring as a result 
of VET and LLN reform, it is necessary to examine how teachers have adopted certain 
positions constructed by contemporary policy (Ball, 1993). 
In subsequent chapters, participants’ discourses are examined as ‘statements’ and re-
positioned within the various layers related to Foucault’s systems of power—biopower, 
disciplinary power and pastoral power. Chapter 5, the second part of the trilogy, explores 
participants’ relationship with the state. Foucault’s tools of biopower and disciplinary 
power are used to determine how reforms in LLN and VET have influenced teachers’ 
roles and practices and affected their subjectivities as professionals in VET.
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Chapter 5:  
Understanding Relations of Power  
between LLN Teachers and the State 
An analysis of discourses circulating as part of reform and their effect on Language, 
Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) teachers’ professional identities is the essence of this 
study. Chapter 2 presented a range of written discourses that had emanated as a result of 
the LLN–VET reform. In addition, as a distinct form of discourse, Chapter 4 introduced 
the verbal accounts of the 23 participants involved in this study, known collectively as 
the ‘voice of practice’. Making use of the Discourse Analytic Method (DAM), what 
emerged from these narratives were broad language repertoires positioned within three 
layers of discourse—macro, meso and micro. Although the intention of Chapter 4 was to 
make sense of participants’ discourses as themes, what also unfolded was the beginnings 
of an understanding of the interrelationship between each layer of discourse and of how 
the voice of practice has been influenced by the discourse of policy. 
This chapter deepens the level of analysis by examining how LLN teachers’ subjectivities 
have been shaped within the relations of power occurring at societal and institutional 
levels. In a poststructural sense, this can be taken to mean an exploration of teachers’ 
relationship with the state. Foucault understood this as a matter of examining how 
relations of power are practiced between people and established institutions (O’Farrell, 
2007), such as governments and educational organisations. Chapter 2 showed how policy 
formation was influenced by the needs of neoliberal agendas operating in societies and 
manipulated by various interest groups or stakeholders (Schneider, 2013). Making use of 
Foucault’s tools of biopower and disciplinary power provides the basis to better 
understand how power relations have emerged in relation to stakeholders within the state. 
To examine these power relations, the participants’ language repertoires have been 
viewed as discursive formations. In this chapter, the discussion focuses on the causal links 
between the three layers of discourse. Foucault believed that this kind of analysis was 
best achieved by viewing participants’ language as ‘statements’. As described in Chapter 
4, Foucault (2010) perceived the term statement in terms of function, rather than 
linguistics. Viewed in this way, it is possible to have a number of statements that intersect 
and become invested within relations of power (Graham, 2005; Deleuze, 1998).   
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This chapter discusses how the relations of power circulating within the climate of policy 
reform have influenced the professional practices and roles of teachers working within 
VET. Analogically, this chapter will also show how the climatic conditions creating policy 
have been influenced by other conditions, described as ‘atmospheric pressure’. Using 
Foucault’s tool of biopower as a basis of discussion, this chapter shows the relationship 
between the build-up of LLN atmospheric pressure and the dispersion into society of an 
LLN crisis discourse that has led to major climatic change (i.e., VET and LLN policy 
reform). Exploring the operation of relations of power in society lays the groundwork for 
understanding why policy reform has occurred and why teachers have been subjected to 
changed institutional directives that have negatively affected their professional identities. 
Using a biopower lens, this chapter highlights the imposing effects of power in both VET 
and LLN that have resulted in changes to regulatory controls. Disciplinary power follows 
as a way of exploring these regulatory controls and how this had affected practice. Viewed 
through a poststructural lens, relations of power provide scope for teachers to use agency 
and resist policy reform; however, this chapter contends that, to a large extent, 
contemporary policies in VET and LLN have provided teachers with limited scope to 
influence the changes wrought on their practice as professionals. 
5.1 Relations of Power Circulating in and around VET Institutes 
Chapter 3 reinforced Foucault’s understanding that power is best analysed in relational 
terms (Lemke, 2010), both as a way to explain how individuals are positioned within 
power relations (Foucault, 1982a) and how their subjectivity is affected by discourse 
(Foucault, 1991a). Seeing power as both oppressive and productive (Foucault, 1976), this 
chapter and the next explore how, through discourse, LLN teachers have been coerced 
into behaving in particular ways, and have used agency to disregard this coercion in other 
ways (Fejes & Nicoll, 2008; Olssen, 2008). Discussing how individual teachers have 
operated within institutional and societal discourses provides a platform for 
understanding how identities are created (Balan, 2010). 
It is not only important to discuss power in relational terms, but also to see power and 
knowledge as interrelated (Foucault, 1991a). To study the power relations affecting LLN 
teachers is to view power–knowledge as something that circulates and is employed across 
all facets of society. This chapter demonstrates that multiple knowledges, originating from 
a range of sources within these relations of power, have emerged as discourses that have 
received the stamp of truth (Ahl, 2008). Sitting within the relations of power, LLN 
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teachers are both vehicles of power and points of application (Foucault, 1980); as such, 
they have been unable to separate themselves from the various forms of power–
knowledge existing across society. Foucault wrote that ‘it seems to me that power is, 
“always already there”, that one is never outside it’ (1980, p. 141). Applied to LLN 
teachers, this means that power and knowledge exist in all facets of their lives, for as 
Foucault (1991a) explained, ‘power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of 
objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be gained … 
belong to this power’ (p. 194). Showing the interrelationship between power and 
knowledge, Keller (2005) described it as the ‘practices of power/knowledge’ (p. 1). For 
the purposes of this study, this can be taken to mean that the discourses emanating from 
policy, VET institutions and individual LLN teachers constitute relations of power 
(Berglund, 2008) that have created certain forms of knowledge.  
Given this study’s interest in using relations of power as a basis to explore LLN teachers’ 
identities, Foucault’s understanding of the term ‘subject’ is important. To him, subject 
had a twofold meaning. Foucault (1982a) believed that a person could either be ‘subject 
to someone else by control and dependence’ or ‘tied to his own identity by a conscience 
or self-knowledge’ (p. 781). Although both meanings are pivotal to this study, this chapter 
primarily concentrates on the former meaning to show how policy reform has imposed 
changes on teachers’ practices. Foucault’s understanding of being subject to someone or 
something else (such as government policy and institutional directives) is relevant in the 
sense that LLN teachers’ identities may potentially be impacted by such discourses. 
Several commentators have noted that neoliberalism can be viewed as a particular form 
of this type of subjectivity, as it produces an economic subject structured by certain 
tendencies, preferences and motivations within a disciplinary society (Oksala, 2013; Ball, 
2003). This chapter discusses how reform in LLN has resulted in a range of neoliberal 
policies that have evolved into specific knowledges that link LLN to economic 
productivity (Ball, 2003; Vahasantanen, 2013). Interrelated with relations of power, this 
has created a certain type of subjectivity in LLN teachers, in VET and within the wider 
society. 
This chapter concentrates on the professional roles of LLN teachers and the extent to 
which they have been shaped by the social and cultural expectations of society and the 
policy expectations of government (O’Connor, 2008). Chapter 6 follows with a 
preliminary exploration of teacher’s professional identities and the extent to which these 
have been shaped by their own reflexivity (O’Connor, 2008). Poststructural theories 
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emphasise that both the roles and identities of the teachers will have been constructed 
within, rather than outside, the verbal and written discourses circulating in VET settings 
(Hall, 2000). 
It is important to discuss how the relations of power have operated in the worlds of the 
teachers within the context of Foucault’s understanding of governmentality. 
Governmentality is a form of mediation between relations of power and subjectivity 
(Foucault, 1997b; Lemke, 2010). However, as Foucault perceived it, governance in 
modern societies had become increasingly focused on how individuals and collectives 
saw themselves in terms of who they were and who were supposed to be (Foucault, 
1991b), accompanied by techniques of self-direction and self-regulation. Viewed in this 
way, governmentality creates possible fields of action (Foucault, 1982a; Lemke, 2010) 
for teachers to negotiate and shape their subjectivities. Using the lens of governmentality 
within relations of power shows how teachers have actively negotiated both the LLN 
landscape and changes to VET policy. This chapter shows how teachers have understood 
their coercion into certain professional practices; the following chapter highlights how 
practices of governmentality have enabled teachers to self-regulate other practices that sit 
outside the confines of policy. By interpreting themselves as certain kinds of teachers, 
and by focusing on what they find important in their work and how they see this as being 
recognised (Beijaard et al., 2004; Wenger, 1998) both within society and their workplaces, 
the teachers involved in this study have been able to influence how they are viewed.  
According to Foucault (1982a), ‘the exercise of power is not simply a relationship 
between partner, individual or collective; it is a way in which certain actions modify 
others. Power only exists when it is put into action’ (p. 788). ‘What defines a relationship 
of power’, Foucault explained, ‘is that it is a mode of action ... which acts upon actions: 
an action upon an action’ (p. 789). This chapter and the following one highlight the 
cascading effects that societal, governmental and institutional actions have had on 
teachers. Some of these effects have been due to teachers feeling subjected to the control 
of government policies and institutional directives; others have been tied to their personal 
ideologies. This means that, although power can be oppressive, teachers have also used 
their abilities to resist power (Balan, 2010). According to Kelly (2010), Foucault saw 
power as being ‘coextensive with resistance; productive producing positive effects; 
ubiquitous, being found in every kind of relationship, as a condition of the possibility of 
any kind of relationship’ (p. 38). This chapter primarily highlights the dominating aspects 
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of power–knowledge, but it also acknowledges that relations of power can create acts of 
resistance, which are examined in Chapter 6. 
To Foucault, power relations could be both totalising and individuating, in the sense that 
they affected the choices, interactions and behaviours of both individuals and populations 
(Lynch, 2011; Olssen, 2008). The statements of the participants in this study show that 
power relations have indeed worked in both ways in creating realities for LLN teachers. 
Drawing on Foucault’s three interrelated systems of power—biopower, disciplinary 
power and pastoral power,1 the subject positions taken up by teachers and the influences 
on their roles and identities are explored. In Foucauldian terms, biopower works primarily 
through the state while disciplinary power works through institutions (C. Taylor, 2011). 
With regard to Foucault’s understanding of the ‘state’ (O’Farrell, 2007), as previously 
outlined, the state describes the codified relations of power that exist between the 
discourses of government policy, VET institutional directives, other institutional 
discourses and the teachers themselves. 
As highlighted in Chapter 2, there has been major reform in VET and LLN both nationally 
and in Victoria in recent years. Arguably, much of this reform has emanated from 
mechanisms of biopower that have been regulated through mechanisms of disciplinary 
power. Both power forms have affected LLN teacher’s professional roles in VET, which, 
in turn, has resulted in certain subjectivities being taken up by teachers in relation to the 
reform.  
5.2 Biopower: Dispersing the Discourse of LLN Crisis into Society 
Using the tool of biopower, this section outlines the political landscape in which LLN as 
a discourse has been positioned within contemporary society. This will provide a base 
from which to understand how the wider global effects of power–knowledge have created 
certain LLN truth discourses. It is assumed that teachers, situated within networks 
encompassed by the relations of biopower, will have responded to these discourses in 
certain ways, which will have affected their subjectivities.  
                                                                
1 Pastoral power is discussed in Chapter 6. 
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Biopower is a totalising form of power designed to control the beliefs and behaviours of 
populations (Rabinow & Rose, 2003). Foucault (2007) explained the rise of biopower in 
the following way: 
the set of mechanisms through which the basic biological features of the human 
species became the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power 
... starting from the 18th century, modern Western societies took on board the 
fundamental biological fact that human beings are a species. This is what I have 
called biopower. (p. 1) 
Chapter 2 demonstrated how the increasing influence of neoliberal policy had affected 
societal notions of literacy and numeracy, linking these directly to national economic 
prosperity. This section argues that biopower has been used as an effective political 
strategy in disseminating two interrelated truth discourses: first that literacy and 
numeracy skills are critically linked to the economic security of Australia; and, second 
that a deficit in LLN skill levels exists among adults. Combined, these discourses have 
brought consideration of an ‘LLN crisis’ into sections of Australian society, including 
VET and various industry sectors. 
The analogous weather system depicted in Figure 2 provides the first component of the 
visual narrative displaying how LLN discursive formations have occurred at the macro-
layer of society. Akin to the build-up of atmospheric pressure, biopower is a useful tool 
for considering how various sectors within society have come to understand the existence 
of an LLN crisis. This pressure has contributed to major policy reform in both VET and 
LLN. Biopower is the key poststructural tool to make sense of how such discourses have 
been disseminated throughout pockets of society. It is also an appropriate tool to 
understand the LLN arena in which teachers, as subjects, work, and how the development 
of policies has been informed by authorities considered competent to speak on such 
issues. Chapter 2 showed how language and statistical data have been used within various 
forms of literature as techniques to create discursive constructions. From a biopower 
perspective, these techniques work from a distance to align the thought processes of 
government, institutions and subjects (Miller & Rose, 1993).  
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Figure 2. Biopower 
The existence of conflicting commentary around the appropriateness of Foucault’s 
understanding of biopower as a way to examine relations of power was acknowledged in 
Chapter 3. While several commentators were sceptical of the relevance of biopower 
(Kristensen, 2013; Lemke, 2011; Lazzarato, 2002), others had used it very effectively as 
a way to understand how power relations have operated to disseminate educational and 
vocational discourses into society (Ball, 1994; Lather, 2006).  
Following Ball and Lather, this study sees biopower as an effective way to understand 
how literacy and numeracy have become increasingly viewed as political and economic 
issues (Foucault, 1997b) in Australian society. Using a biopower lens assists in 
understanding how LLN–VET reform has been linked to the cascading effects of changed 
teaching practices and the roles of LLN teachers within VET. The tool of biopower is 
used to discuss LLN in three broad ways: first, in relation to the establishment of 
contemporary government policy addressing the LLN crisis; second, by examining the 
range of interventions implemented within VET institutions to monitor the measures 
employed to manage this crisis; and, third, by examining the extent to which LLN 
teachers have subscribed to the LLN crisis discourse disseminated throughout society. 
To illustrate the workings of biopower, Foucault proposed a simple representation of 
bipolar power forces as two interrelated poles (Rabinow & Rose, 2003). One pole showed 
the anatomo-politics of the human body, which aimed to maximise its forces and integrate 
these into efficient systems. The other pole showed the existence of regulatory controls, 
described as the biopolitics of the population (Rabinow & Rose, 2003). Within the field 
of biopower, ‘biopolitics’ can be described as the ‘specific strategies and contestations 
over problematisations of human life ... over the forms of knowledge, regimes of 
authority, and practices of intervention that are desirable, legitimate and efficacious’ 
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(Rabinow & Rose, 2003, p. 3). This means that, for biopower to be effective, it requires 
the use of numerous and diverse techniques and strategies (biopolitics) to achieve the 
subjugation of bodies and the control of populations (Foucault, 1998). Foucault’s 
illustration of the two poles is useful within the context of this study: the first pole 
represents the dissemination of the LLN crisis discourse into Australian society and its 
relationship to national economic concerns; the second pole illustrates how this discourse 
made provision for changed policy leading to tightened regulations. Figure 2 shows how 
the discourse of LLN crisis led to tightened regulations, including: the release of the 
National Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults; the establishment of the Australian 
Standards Quality Authority (ASQA) and VET regulator; and, at the Victorian state level, 
the implementation of the foundation programs policy and installation of the Higher 
Education and Skills Group regulator.  
This study is interested in how such LLN discourses have been disseminated and taken 
up by people in society. Foucault saw society as being structured by specific and dominant 
knowledges led by various interest groups (Schneider, 2013). He understood that certain 
people and social groups can create specific ideas, which can become unquestioned truths 
that are seen as normal. Through the successful dispersion of such truths, these people 
and groups become seen as authorities on political issues. Applying biopower to this 
research allows for a comprehensive understanding of the ‘regimes of truth’ (Schneider, 
2013, p. 2) surrounding LLN in Australian society in recent years. These have produced 
a truth discourse in which the country’s economic productivity and prosperity is critically 
linked to adults having adequate literacy and numeracy skills. The results of international 
surveys that show a decline in LLN skills in Australia over 30 years have contributed to 
this knowledge production. Combined, these forces have successfully normalised the 
regime of truth described here as ‘the LLN crisis’. 
Biopower functions through norms rather than laws because it is ‘internalised by subjects 
rather than exercised from above, and because it is dispersed throughout society rather 
than located in a single individual or government body’ (C. Taylor, 2011, p. 43).   
Dispersing a regime of truth such as the LLN crisis into Australian society involved ‘a 
plotting of the normal and the abnormal … and the operations of normalisation’ 
(Foucault, 2007, p. 63). In terms of this study, this meant that declining LLN levels had 
become a concern within Australian society (normal) because of its perceived negative 
effect on workplace productivity (abnormal). The operations of normalisation involved 
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the range of intervention strategies and techniques employed through government 
policies.  
In their critique of Foucault’s theory of biopower, Rabinow and Rose (2003) observed 
that it included three main elements: the establishment of a truth discourse (normal), 
intervention strategies (norms) and subjectification of the body. Each element is discussed 
below. Attention is drawn to the ways in which the mechanisms of biopower have been 
used to disperse the truth discourse of the LLN crisis, resulting in a range of intervention 
strategies designed to treat the crisis. This section will show how, through the process of 
subjectification, both the truth discourses and the intervention strategies affected the roles 
and identities that LLN teachers have within VET institutions.  
5.2.1 Establishing the LLN Crisis as a truth discourse 
The first element of biopower, according to Rabinow and Rose (2003), involves the 
emergence of an authority who is considered by society as being competent to speak the 
truth. Chapters 2 and 4 highlighted numerous authorities who had participated in the LLN 
debate. Historically speaking, as policymakers, government bodies have been regarded 
as authorities in LLN for some time. However, industry—defined by this research as a 
collective term representing the interests of industry skills groups, employment agencies 
and employers—has recently gained in prominence as a voice of authority. 
Having identified the authorities, it is important to establish the basis from which they 
have drawn knowledge to support their status as authorities in LLN. The data generated 
by the Adult Literacy and Life skills Survey (ALLS) (2006) commissioned by the OECD, 
although not the first international literacy and numeracy survey that Australia had 
participated in, was a major catalyst in raising public awareness of an LLN crisis (Hagston 
& Tout, 2013) to the Australian population. A significant component of this population 
were major industry groups, which through Australian Industry Groups and Skills 
Councils, led to a plethora of industry driven statements that incorporated a combination 
of statistics and language as strategies to create a new and specific knowledge about 
literacy and numeracy skills in Australia—namely, that they were in decline and affecting 
workplace productivity. One example came from the Australian Industry Group (2010), 
who released a publication stating that ‘the problem of workforce literacy and numeracy 
is huge’ (p. 5), and that ‘low levels of literacy and numeracy can create an obstacle for 
effective workforce planning and training’ (p. 10). The Industry Skills Councils (ISC) 
(2011), representing the voice of 11 vocational areas, similarly announced that ‘literally 
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millions of Australians have insufficient LLN skills to benefit fully from training or to 
participate effectively at work. The situation looks as if it could be getting worse, not 
better’ (p. 1). Strengthening its authority status, the ISC incorporated statistics from the 
ALLS survey that showed that ‘approximately 53% of working age Australians have 
difficulty with numeracy skills; 46% of Australians have difficulty with reading skills and 
13% are classified in the lowest literacy category’ (ISC, 2011, p. 1).  
Linking LLN directly to economic productivity, the Australian Industry Group (2012) 
released a follow up report adding that the ‘OECD study states that increasing the literacy 
level of a country by 1% leads to a 2.5% rise in labour productivity and a 1.5% increase 
in GDP per head’ (p. 1). Industry’s use of language and statistics created a societal 
discourse aimed at raising community awareness around the effects that low LLN was 
having on economic productivity. Industry then used this knowledge as a truth discourse 
to incite action by Australian governments to set intervention strategies (policies) in place 
to address the crisis.  
A major response came from the federal government in 2012 with the release of the 
National Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults. The release of this strategy coincided with 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) publication of results from the Programme for 
the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) (2012) survey, also 
commissioned by the OECD. These results, which showed no significant improvement in 
the LLN levels of Australian adults, further intensified the notion of an LLN crisis. In the 
foreword to the National Strategy, the Minister for Education used this new statistical 
data to emphasise that ‘more than 7.5 million Australian adults do not have the literacy 
and numeracy skills needed to participate fully in today’s workforce’ (SCOTESE, 2012, 
p. 1).  
This section has shown how the biopower techniques implemented by industry and 
government disseminated the truth discourse of an LLN crisis into Australian society. The 
application of these techniques reinforces the interrelationship between power and 
knowledge postulated by Foucault. As a collective, industry dispersed knowledge of an 
LLN crisis into society, catching the attention of employers and government agencies. 
This knowledge was then used as a mechanism of power to influence government policy 
in LLN. Through the powers of government, the knowledge that low LLN skills were 
affecting economic prosperity became the basis for justifying a series of policy 
interventions. 
138 
5.2.2 Intervention strategies to address the LLN crisis 
Once a truth discourse has been distributed within society, the second element of 
biopower seeks to implement the strategies ‘employed for intervention on the collective 
existence in the name of life or health’ (Rabinow & Rose, 2003, p. 3). In the context of 
this study, this involved acceptance of the LLN crisis as a truth discourse within society 
as justification for the implementation of a range of intervention strategies. The National 
Strategy was the primary source of intervention to address the crisis. 
The National Strategy set an ambitious target to raise levels of adult literacy and 
numeracy in Australia. Based on the findings from the ALLS survey, the target was to lift 
functional LLN levels by approximately 16 per cent within a ten-year period from 2012–
2022 (SCOTESE, 2012, p. 2). To achieve this, the National Strategy identified four 
priority action areas: raising awareness and commitment to action, providing adult 
learners with high quality learning opportunities and outcomes, strengthening foundation 
skills in the workplace, and building the capacity of the education and training workforces 
to deliver foundation skills (SCOTESE, 2012, p. 2). Each of these action areas is briefly 
discussed below in relation to implementing them as forms of intervention. 
The first intervention strategy sought to ‘raise awareness and commitment to action’. It 
included the federal government’s deliberate reframing of the discourse from literacy–
numeracy to foundation skills, as discussed in Chapter 2. Rather than seeing LLN as a 
separate entity, the National Strategy described foundation skills as incorporating both 
LLN and employability skills (SCOTESE, 2012). The link between foundation skills and 
employability is evident in the following statement: ‘Australian governments recognise 
foundation skills as important for maximising employment opportunities, learning new 
skills, adapting to changing circumstances and requirements, and progressing or changing 
careers’ (SCOTESE, 2012, p .4). 
The second and third priority areas of the National Strategy were aimed at ‘providing 
adult learners with high quality learning opportunities and outcomes’ and ‘strengthening 
foundation skills in the workplace’ (SCOTESE, 2012, p. 3). The degree to which 
government policy and industry statements have aligned LLN programs with the 
development of foundation skills for employment has already been shown. The teachers 
involved in this study made it clear that these intervention strategies had negatively 
affected their roles within VET institutions. Some participants spoke about delivering 
LLN programs that were seen as an ‘adjunct to the training process’ rather than discreet 
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standalone programs. Most expressed concern that the focus of LLN in VET had changed 
and had narrowed, the primary aim being ‘to get people into employment’ and ‘to prepare 
the students for work’. This perception was endorsed by Adult Learning Australia (2012) 
in its statement that LLN ‘programs are increasingly narrow and targeted at a smaller and 
smaller group of the population’ (p. 1). 
The final priority area cited in the National Strategy was ‘building the capacity of the 
education and training workforces to deliver foundation skills’ (SCOTESE, 2012, p. 3). 
This intervention strategy was twofold. First, to ‘build on the knowledge and skills of all 
educators and trainers, thereby enabling them to better recognise and respond to the 
foundation skills development needs of adult learners’ (p.12). Second, to build-up the 
specialist profile of LLN teachers. The latter aimed to ‘strengthen and diversify the 
identity of the field and develop and maintain professional expertise in foundation skills 
delivery … [and] take action to recognise excellence in the provision of foundation skills 
training/training’ (p. 21); however, it is debatable whether this occurred in practice. Even 
though the National Strategy distinguished LLN practitioners as those ‘who specialise in 
the delivery of literacy, numeracy or English as a second language’ and emphasised how 
‘critical’ they were ‘to the success of the national strategy’ (p. 11), the voice of ACE as 
an authority informing LLN policy had significantly declined in preceding years, as 
shown in Chapter 2. The National Strategy promoted LLN specialists as being ‘uniquely 
positioned to provide leadership and advice ... [and] to contribute expertise to 
government-funded programs, initiatives and government supported research’ (p. 11), 
yet, for the teachers involved in this study, the reality has been different. One participant, 
referring to the development of the National Strategy, stated that the Australian Council 
for Adult Literacy (ACAL)2 had ‘been sidelined ... there are different people determining 
different policy and frameworks’. 
Of the four priority areas within the National Strategy, it is the final one that is of most 
interest to this study: ‘Has the policy discourse aimed at building the capacity of LLN 
teachers actually occurred in practice?’ It could be argued that changing the discourse 
away from literacy–numeracy and into the broader construct of foundation skills was a 
deliberate government strategy to link the idea of an LLN crisis directly to workforce 
                                                                
2 ACAL is recognised as the peak national body representing ACE, current LLN research and the interests 
of the LLN teaching workforce. 
140 
needs and economic productivity. The extent to which this strategy has enabled—or 
disabled—the capacities of LLN teachers will become apparent later in is chapter. 
5.2.3 How the ‘LLN crisis’ has affected teachers’ subjectivities 
The third element of biopower, as defined by Rabinow and Rose (2003), focuses on the 
modes of subjectification through which individuals ‘can be brought to work on 
themselves acting under certain forms of authority in relation to the truth discourse, by 
means of the practices of the self’ (p. 3).The discussion so far has concentrated on 
biopower as a means to effectively disseminate the discourse of LLN crisis to the wider 
population, and the validation of intervention strategies. The third element focuses on the 
effects felt by individual participants and the subject positions they have assumed within 
the various discourses that have come with policy reform. As has already been discussed 
(in Section 5.2.1 above), the emergence of government policy and industry statements in 
the wake of ALLS (2006) raised two important issues: that LLN was inextricably linked 
to foundation skills and that LLN deficits were detrimental to the economic productivity 
of the nation. Questions remain about the extent to which this affected the subjectivity of 
LLN teachers as a collective, and the extent to which wider social perceptions of the crisis 
have been internalised by LLN teachers. 
Determining whether this study’s participants subscribe to the discourses of crisis and 
deficit serves as a useful starting point. Both government and industry used the strategy 
of combining language and statistics to reinforce the idea of an LLN skills deficit and 
crisis. While there is limited evidence to suggest that teachers subscribe to the discourse 
of crisis, the discourse of deficit is evident in their language. When describing the 
characteristics of LLN learners, for example, participants routinely used phrases such as 
‘lower literacy’, ‘skills are weak’ and ‘people with deficits’, generating the clear 
impression that ‘they [LLN learners] just can’t read and write to the standard … for work’. 
One participant implied that the discourse of deficit was a common reference point of 
understanding within the wider community. She stated that ‘one of things we’ve identified 
with the current thinking about literacy and numeracy teachers and the community, is that 
it’s seen as a deficit and people seem to understand that’. Later she claimed that ‘it’s 
difficult not to define it [LLN] by deficit because we live in such a binary world and the 
whole “illiterate” term still gets bandied around’. 
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There is limited evidence to suggest that teachers subscribe to the discourse of foundation 
skills, despite the stress placed on this term by government. Rather than foundation as a 
discourse, the teachers were more inclined to subscribe to functional LLN as a discourse. 
When asked to describe what LLN was, participants used phrases such as ‘competence 
and skills to function’, ‘enabling people to function in their everyday world’, and the 
‘skills to function and grow’. The relationship between the lack of take up of the discourse 
of foundation and teachers’ identities will be discussed later. 
The National Strategy placed high importance on LLN teachers as ‘specialists’ critical to 
the overall success of the interventions. There is strong evidence to suggest that the 
participants in this study also subscribed to this specialist discourse. As one participant 
noted: ‘We’ve attracted a bit of attention ... the whole notion of foundation skills and the 
foundation strategy have made people think’. Being regarded as ‘experts’ resulted in a 
higher level of collegiality between VET and LLN teachers. According to one participant, 
this was due to the broad acceptance ‘that, as an LLN teacher, you are seen to fit into the 
system and that you’ve got skills to bring to the VET area’. 
However, even though participants embraced the perception of LLN specialist, there was 
still confusion as to what their exact roles were and how their specialist skills would be 
or should be utilised. The National Strategy broadened the notion of LLN to foundation 
skills and, as a consequence, transformed LLN teachers into a subset of a wider 
foundation skills teaching workforce that included mainstream VET teachers (SCOTESE, 
2012). For the teachers, this resulted in a ‘lack of clarity about who we are, where we 
belong and who gets to teach adult literacy’. While they saw themselves as specialists in 
LLN, they were uncertain about where this specialisation fitted within the foundation 
skills construct. 
This discussion has made use of the mechanisms of biopower as a way of understanding 
how certain discourses have become truths that have been disseminated into society. 
Government and industry have been instrumental in dispersing the discourse of the LLN 
crisis throughout Australian society, resulting in a range of intervention strategies 
deployed to secure the nation’s future economic prosperity. A major intervention strategy 
was the release of the federal government’s National Foundation Skills Strategy for 
Adults. Via the activation of four priority action areas, and, most importantly, by shifting 
the discourse from LLN to foundation skills, the National Strategy saw concerns over 
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low literacy and numeracy skills become aligned with economic prosperity. At the same 
time, the discourse within the strategy distinguished LLN teachers as specialists.  
At the macro-level, when the atmospheric pressure of the LLN crisis positioned itself 
within Australian society, this created a climate of reform by introducing a new LLN 
discourse of foundation. As part of this climate of reform, a new policy, the National 
Strategy, was created that positioned LLN teachers as specialists and critical to its 
successful implementation. In terms of teachers’ professional identities, the importance 
of this lies in whether and how teachers subscribed to these truth discourses, thereby 
creating certain subjectivities as demonstrated by their perceptions. It has been shown 
that calling LLN teachers ‘foundation skills teachers’ produced confusion around their 
place within the VET system. As teachers within the VET system, LLN teachers have also 
been affected by new discourses that have come with the wider VET reform. Exploring 
this at an institutional level, the next section makes use of Foucault’s application of the 
tool of disciplinary power to determine the extent to which this has affected teachers’ 
subjectivities as professionals working within VET. 
5.3 Disciplinary Power: Measuring and Judging Teachers’ Roles 
Whereas the previous section used biopower to understand how relations of power 
distribute and act upon specific discourses in society, this section resets the theoretical 
lens at the level of institutions. It makes use of Foucault’s tool of disciplinary power to 
determine how the discourses within policy have affected the practices and roles of 
individual teachers within VET institutions (Foucault, 1991a; C. Taylor, 2011). The 
mechanisms of biopower and disciplinary power are strongly interrelated (Kristensen, 
2013). As described above, the mechanism of biopower distributed the broad truth 
discourse known as ‘the LLN crisis’ into Australian society thus resulting in the creation 
of new government policies on literacy and numeracy. Following this the mechanism of 
disciplinary power acted to modify individual teacher’s actions and thoughts as they 
internalised prescribed roles and practices as a result of policy discourse. Whilst the 
mechanisms of biopower sought to exercise control over wider society, including the 
collective LLN teaching workforce, using disciplinary power highlights the control felt 
by individual LLN teachers as a result of policy reform.  
Figure 3 forms the second part of the analogous weather system. It shows how 
atmospheric pressure and climate change produced change in institutions. Like emerging 
weather systems, policy changes affected funding, compliance and curricula, which 
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brought changes to teachers’ roles and practices as professionals in VET. Each of the 
changed practices depicted in Figure 3 were discussed as part of the analysis within 
Chapter 4. Foucault’s tool of disciplinary power provides the appropriate lens to make 
sense of how teachers have internalised such changes within relations of power, and the 
extent to which this has influenced their subjectivities 
 
Figure 3. Disciplinary power 
Disciplinary power, as Foucault understood it, is simultaneously both a discreet and 
indiscreet form of power: ‘since it is everywhere and always alert, since by its very 
principle it leaves no zone of shade and constantly supervises’ it is indiscreet, yet it is also 
discreet ‘for it functions permanently and largely in silence’ (Foucault, 1991a, p. 177). 
The realities of this form of power, as reflected in the statements of participants, included 
working under constant systems of surveillance, increased administrative duties, working 
within rigid time constraints, delivering vocationally oriented LLN curriculum and 
undergoing continual audits.  
However, disciplinary power also ‘disassociates power from the body; on the one hand, 
it turns it into an “aptitude”, a “capacity”, which it seeks to increase; on the other hand, it 
reverses the course of the energy, the power that might result from it, and turns it into a 
relation of strict subjection’ (Foucault, 1991a, p. 138). Disciplinary power concerns the 
specific instrument techniques of power that regard individuals as objects and as 
instruments of its own exercise (p. 170). The regulations around ‘aptitude’ and ‘capacity’ 
that participants perceived can be grouped into three main language repertoires: 
compliance, audits and outcomes.  
Disciplinary power seeks to control the body (understood as the wider staff workforce in 
VET institutions) not only by producing the individual, but individuality—something that 
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renders individuals (the LLN teacher) as distinct (Arendt, 1985). Foucault (1991a) 
described the attempt to control and regulate individuals within institutions as 
‘disciplines’. Disciplines were the methods designed to ‘make possible the meticulous 
control of the operations of the body, which assured the constant subjection of its forces 
and imposed upon them a relation of docility-utility’ (p. 137). Thus, disciplinary power 
strives to form the bodies of LLN teachers to make them, as individuals, ‘more obedient 
as [they become] more useful’ (p. 138). This transformation occurs through a series of 
‘coercions that act upon the body, a calculated manipulation of its elements, its gestures, 
its behaviours’ (p. 138). In this way, discipline produces subjected and practiced bodies, 
‘docile bodies’ (p. 139) that may be ‘used, transformed and improved’ (p. 136). To some 
teachers, such docility has materialised via their perception of reduced decision-making 
ability in both curriculum design and delivery methods. As one participant put it:  
We have to do it, we don’t own the policies, the government owns the policies, 
it owns the contracts, they can do what they bloody well like. If we want to 
weave learning and teaching in between those policy lines we just have to do it 
that way. 
According to Foucault (1991a), the disciplining of individuals incorporates three main 
techniques: hierarchical observation, normalising judgement and examination. The 
following discussion examines each technique within the context of VET institutions to 
better understand the effect of disciplinary power on LLN teachers. It illustrates the 
effects of disciplinary power on teachers’ subjectivities and examines the extent to which 
this has affected their roles and identities as professionals in VET. 
5.3.1 Hierarchical observation within VET institutions 
This section analyses the technique of hierarchical observation within VET institutions. 
According to Foucault (1991a), hierarchical observation occurs by making individual 
teachers visible. Disciplinary power, by creating an architecture of surveillance, serves to 
‘act on those it shelters, to provide a hold on their conduct, to carry the effects of power 
right to them, to make it possible to know them’ (p. 172). It is assumed that teachers have 
been placed ‘under surveillance, their everyday behaviour, their identity, their activity’ 
(p. 77) watched for the purpose of altering their behaviour (Hoffman, 2011). Working 
under surveillance implies that there are authorities actively watching, actively 
monitoring teachers’ behaviours. As outlined below, three main types or methods of 
surveillance operate both externally and internally within VET institutions: government 
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agencies, industry and employment bodies, and other employees operating within VET 
institutions. 
As long-term LLN stakeholders, Federal and State governments have always brought a 
certain level of scrutiny to bear on LLN teachers. However, in recent years, the level of 
surveillance by government agencies has intensified in line with VET policy reform. 
Participants described the Victorian State Government, their main surveillant, as ‘the 
auditor’. The auditor constantly monitored and measured the effective use of government 
funding and curricula, creating an atmosphere of unrelenting pressure. Participants knew 
that they could be audited at any time. One participant complained: ‘everything is so 
straightened and everything has to be done so quickly ... and the teachers are so concerned 
about the audit trail’.  
The rise of industry as a voice of authority in society has already been discussed. 
According to participants, this has extended into VET institutions where the employment 
industry has become an active surveillant. The employment industry comprises agencies 
such as Centrelink and JSAs3 that engage VET institutions to equip their clients with 
literacy and numeracy skills because these are considered essential to employment. As 
recipients of government funding, it is likely that the activities of employment agencies 
are also being scrutinised by auditing bodies that expect employment outcomes for 
individual jobseekers. The flow-on effect has placed VET institutions and LLN teachers 
under increasing pressure to equip LLN learners with employment specific skills directly 
linked to the agencies’ funding specifications. This has resulted in changed teaching 
practices—LLN classes being delivered into shorter blocks of learning and content that 
is primarily directed at developing LLN specific employment skills. Reflecting on these 
changes, one participant commented: ‘Now it has to be the focus of what Centrelink are 
looking for or the new push the government are putting through’. 
Surveillance activity was also perceived to be occurring internally, at department 
meetings and other institute forums. At such meetings and forums, the trend in recent 
years has been to move away from professional discussions related to teaching and 
learning towards monitoring teaching practices in relation to funding and compliance. 
                                                                
3Centrelink is a nationally funded employment and services agency. JSA is an acronym used to describe 
Job Seeker Agency, many of which receive government funding to place jobseekers into employment. 
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One participant commented that meetings had become dictated by ‘numbers, students, 
compliance, resulting so we can get funding’. It seemed to this participant that institute 
managers were less interested in the quality of learning and more concerned with 
teachers’ accountability for ‘outcomes and the dollar value of those outcomes’.  
The teachers involved in this study referred to the emergence of a relatively new 
surveillant within institutions—vocational teachers. Although, as has been shown, 
participants were generally positive about the increased profile of LLN in VET, they also 
believed that reform had resulted in increased surveillance of their work. Those who 
worked alongside VET teachers in vocational classes felt this more than others. Policy 
reform disseminated through biopower produced the discourse that LLN was a critical 
component of VET. Consequently, the need for VET learners to have adequate LLN skills 
became commonplace within VET policy. This placed increased expectations on VET 
teachers to ensure that LLN skills were included as part of VET delivery. Several 
participants believed that this had resulted in LLN teachers’ work being closely monitored 
and judged by VET teachers. Those whose roles entailed them working in vocational 
learning spaces believed that the move away from pure literacy and numeracy towards 
vocationally oriented LLN had been accompanied by new consultation expectations and 
practices. One teacher stated, ‘I am now consulting with the VET teacher—when I first 
started it was more about my own views and expectations’. 
This section has described the effects of ongoing surveillance within VET institutions, 
which can be likened to Foucault’s (1991a) ‘panapticonic effect’. Originating from his 
study of prison systems, Foucault saw the panopticon as the internalisation of the 
authoritative gaze operating from a central point from which the presence of the ‘authority 
figure’ was not easily visible. Because prisoners were not able to identify whether they 
were being watched, they subjected themselves to a field of ongoing visibility and, as 
such, assumed responsibility for the possible constraints of power. This meant that power 
was distributed throughout the structure, and that each individual prisoner was both 
‘object’ and ‘subject’ of this power at the same time (Foucault, 1991a, pp. 202–203; 
Feder, 2011). 
Parallels can be drawn between the teachers and Foucault’s panopticon theory. Aware of 
constant surveillance by government, industry and institute staff over their work in VET 
classrooms, in delivery, design and compliance documentation, teachers have become 
objects of ongoing scrutiny. In turn, this has resulted in them becoming subjects where 
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their roles in VET have changed due to changes in policy and ongoing surveillance. 
Specifically, in relation to compliance documentation, one teacher described this change 
as needing to be constantly ready with ‘everything from enrolment, pre-assessment, what 
you teach, follow up, assessments, resulting, to everything; making sure that every dot is 
dotted and every T is crossed’.  
5.3.2 Normalising judgement 
In critiquing Foucault’s theory of power–knowledge, Hoffman (2011) claimed that: 
in a disciplinary world it is not enough to see bodies so as to yield from specific 
effects. One must be able to judge them as well. This modality of power 
therefore depends on a normalising judgement for its continued exercise. (p.31)  
Foucault’s second technique in the disciplining of individuals, norms are used as a 
measurement of behaviour, whereby behaviour is seen as either normal or abnormal. 
Foucault (1991a) explained that ‘the norm introduces, as a useful imperative and as a 
result of measurement all the shading of individual differences’ (p. 184). 
Foucault would say that normalising judgement, although ‘it refers individuals’ actions 
to ... a principle of a rule to be followed’, also seeks ‘to differentiate individuals from one 
another ... and measures’ them against each other ‘in quantitative terms’. To do this, ‘it 
introduces, through this “value-giving” measure, the constraints of a conformity that must 
be achieved … Lastly it traces the limit that will define difference in relation to all other 
differences, the external frontier of the abnormal’ (1991a, p. 184). Participants’ narratives 
showed that LLN teachers saw themselves as being measured against other VET teachers 
both within and outside their individual institutions by numerous authorities. Normalising 
judgement was evident in relation to the actioning of accountability measures, in which 
teachers were subjected to rules of strict adherence and measured in terms of compliance 
or non-compliance. 
If hierarchical observation is understood as the potential of being audited at any time, 
then normalising judgement, which involves teachers creating auditable documentation 
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that complies with the standards set by government regulatory bodies such as HESG4, 
can be seen as participation in the actual audit itself. The major funding body for 
accredited VET training within Victoria, HESG (2015) stated that ‘audits are conducted 
to ensure that registered training organisations (RTOs) are fulfilling their contractual 
obligations with Higher Education and Skills Group (HESG) and that group training 
organisations (GTOs) are meeting national standards for registration’ (p. 1). Participants’ 
narratives highlighted that teachers were feeling compelled to complete onerous 
documentation in readiness for the likelihood of an audit with minimal notice. This has 
become commonplace for RTOs, particularly those in receipt of HESG funding. Although 
audits monitor the contractual obligations of VET institutions as a whole, on an individual 
level, teachers saw themselves as being judged, not on their teaching per se, but on their 
ability to produce evidence of student participation and assessment that was then 
benchmarked against rigid curricula and funding specifications. Due to this judgement, 
teachers contended that ‘accountability is now seen as the major driver rather than student 
outcomes’, with compliance the dominating factor over teaching and learning. 
Teachers also perceived this normalising judgement as detracting from valuable class 
time, as they were compelled to impose on learners a requirement to complete a plethora 
of documents to satisfy auditors. This was evident in statements such as ‘we waste a lot 
of time filling in squares and putting ticks in boxes which takes up more time than actual 
teaching’. Participants also indicated that they felt a loss of autonomy and power in their 
teaching, as they were required to comply with government and institute directives: ‘We 
are pushing in too much but you have to because that’s how you are audited; so it has to 
be done’. This resulted in teachers feeling compelled to rethink the assessment practices 
they had traditionally used for LLN learners. Some participants conceded that the pressure 
to have learners achieve units of competency had become more important than the 
learning experience. This was due to unrealistic government expectations, which often 
meant pushing students to undertake assessments regardless of their levels of readiness. 
As a consequence, teachers were feeling conflicted about their ability to ensure 
                                                                
4HESG is an acronym for the Higher Education and Skills Group, which, until 2016, was the Victorian State 
Government’s regulatory authority for Registered Training Authorities receiving government funding 
for VET courses. 
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compliance and provide meaningful learner experiences. This was articulated by one 
teacher who claimed:  
You’re trying to teach them, you’re [trying] to do the right thing but then you 
have to fit everything within a curriculum and we are bound by so many 
limitations, the number of assessments, timeframes and admin requirements 
which are pressing and increasing as the days go on. 
As this section has demonstrated, LLN teachers have experienced significant changes in 
their teaching practices due to increased administration that is largely driven by 
compliance. As described by one participant, teachers see themselves as more like 
‘account managers’ than educators. Yet, there was a belief that this change, which resulted 
in teachers spending less time in classrooms, was largely unacknowledged by government 
or institute management. This view was expressed by one participant who stated, ‘the 
layers above us are not interested in what we do day to day in the classroom—just the 
outcomes and the dollar value’. 
5.3.3 Examination: the outcome of the judgement 
Foucault’s third technique of discipline is examination, which combines the techniques 
of hierarchical observation and normalising judgement into what is described as a 
‘normalising gaze’. Examination establishes a sustainable visibility that differentiates and 
judges individuals (Foucault, 1991a). Whereas hierarchical observation is about being 
perpetually watched and normalising judgement is about being measured, examination is 
the final determination or outcome of both. To Foucault, this gaze ‘manifests the 
subjection of those who are perceived as objects and the objectifications of those who are 
subjected’ (p. 187). He explained that ‘disciplinary power manifests its potency, 
essentially by arranging objects. The examination, as it were, is the ceremony of this 
objectification’ (p.187). Foucault (1982a) likened objectification to a dividing practice in 
which the subject is either divided inside themselves or divided from others. 
Although compliance is a key feature of examination, a range of other measures 
demonstrate the technique of dividing practices. Examination also included LLN 
teachers’ responsiveness to the demands of employment bodies, and effectiveness as VET 
teachers. Numerous concerns were lodged about the increasingly casualised workforce 
and the tenuous nature of LLN teaching in light of policy reform. This being the case, to 
some, examination determined whether they were offered employment into the future. 
Each of these four dividing practices are explored in greater detail below. 
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5.3.3.1 Compliant or noncompliant 
Participants’ statements indicated that they saw examination as an outcome of the 
auditing process, in which they were differentiated from each other as being either 
compliant or noncompliant. They saw this as an act that objectified their roles, or, as one 
participant put it, ‘as proof of our worth’ within VET. Although there was a level of 
acceptance that audits were an ongoing part of their examination as teachers in VET, 
questions were raised as to whether such practices were resulting in better outcomes for 
learners. Most participants held the view that increased document collection was 
‘ultimately to satisfy the auditors’, for although government paid ‘lip service’ to LLN, 
auditing had not resulted in what they saw as sustainable funding to provide any 
meaningful assistance to develop learners LLN skills. 
Participants also expressed concerns about the lack of clarity and consistency of auditors’ 
expectations, which made it difficult to be competent or to pass the examination. As 
discussed in Chapter 4, this was mainly attributed to a lack of clear guidelines and 
variations between auditor’s expectations. Attempts to meet a number of contingencies, 
so as to anticipate auditors’ expectations, resulted in what teachers perceived as ‘over 
assessment’, increased documentation and constant checking of processes.  
5.3.3.2 Responsive or unresponsive 
Teachers’ statements also highlighted their concern with being able to meet the rapidly 
changing expectations of government, which saw them divided from each other as either 
responsive or unresponsive depending on their ability to implement change in a timely 
manner. All participants perceived the regulatory measures as unrealistic. The funding 
specifications, combined with the shortened timeframes for delivery and rigidity of the 
curriculum, constrained their ability to demonstrate progress based on other LLN skills 
and attributes that they also saw as critical to the needs of learners. One participant 
illustrated this by saying, ‘you are driven more by the requirements of the units of 
competency than you are by the student’s needs’. Another participant complained that 
trying to ‘match up what you actually do with the descriptors for the units of work’ was 
very challenging.  
One effect of these changes was that teachers believed they had less autonomy and were 
less able to meet the learning needs of students. As stated by one participant, ‘we’ve lost 
the power to do it for ourselves’; ‘we are a compliant mob at the moment’. In this context, 
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being compliant does not necessarily translate into examination success; rather, it signals 
teachers’ resignation at being compelled to collect onerous data and complete 
documentation because ‘that’s how it has to be done’. As one participant put it ‘there’s 
nothing you can do about it because you need your job, so we just get pushed harder and 
harder and keep jumping through the hoops because we have to’. 
The interview data included evidence of additional pressures felt by teachers, including 
the pressure to be responsive to the needs of employment agencies. This had not always 
been the case, for whereas employment agencies may have referred people to LLN classes 
in the past, they had very little input into the structure of the programs. The teachers 
involved in this study were required to demonstrate that their programs led to tangible 
results, which showed a transition to employment that fitted into the prescribed timelines 
of the agencies. However, these timelines were so short that it made it impossible to show 
demonstrable progress. As one participant explained: ‘They’re offering adult literacy into 
little blocks of 10 weeks or 20 weeks and really they’re not meeting their needs. The JSAs 
might find these attractive because they are blocks of time that fit into their criteria’. 
5.3.3.3 VET teacher or LLN teacher 
Many of the teachers involved in this study referred to a lack of clarity over what their 
roles were in VET. They felt that, although LLN teaching was different from other VET 
teaching, they were nevertheless being measured in the same way as the wider VET 
workforce. They saw themselves as being part of VET, but also separate—unique—and 
hence were uncertain as to whether they were being examined as VET teachers or LLN 
teachers. Although current policy mandated them to develop foundational LLN skills 
linked to employment-driven outcomes, the data from this study shows that LLN teachers 
continue to place high importance on developing learners’ personal attributes as well. 
Summarising this predicament, one participant noted that ‘nobody knows how to measure 
us’; however, since measurement or examination is ‘the only way to fund our work’, LLN 
teachers have to ‘endlessly comply with requirements that don’t really fit with the work 
we are doing’. 
5.3.3.4 Employed or unemployed 
The participant sample consisted of a number of participants who were casually employed 
(see Table 1). These teachers saw examination as being integrally linked to their ability 
to sustain ongoing employment within VET. In this sense, the participants in this study 
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were divided into two groups, employed and casually employed (or unemployed). From 
the perspective of the casually employed, government funding for programs was 
becoming increasingly short-term, resulting in them viewing their employment as 
temporary. As one teacher stated, ‘it [employment] feels quite conditional. I think that 
there is a sense that there is a loss of longevity in a place of practice’. Another teacher 
was resolute in her thinking that, due to continuing funding decline, she would ‘be made 
redundant. Last year there were fifteen teachers and now we are down to five. I’m just 
waiting for it to happen to me’. 
This reality was also affecting management within VET institutions. A coordinator noted, 
‘the fact is that you couldn’t guarantee beyond two or three years whether you would 
have the funding to keep the program going, to keep people employed’. Another 
participant, referring to a conversation she had had with her manager, stated:  
She was telling me last week in the audit she sent off a whole lot of stuff, she is 
quite nervous about doing. There were other benchmarks things that she had to 
do that were vital for funding. It made her very nervous about whether she would 
be employing all these people next year.  
So far this chapter has made use of two relations of power—biopower and disciplinary 
power—to show how certain discourses are disseminated into society, solidified through 
government policy and implemented within VET institutions. These discourses have 
changed LLN teachers’ professional practices in numerous ways, including greater 
surveillance, reduced autonomy with regard to course design, increased expectations with 
regard to administration and compliance, and a lack of clarity around teaching positions. 
This section has identified connections between the three techniques of disciplinary 
power—hierarchical observation, normalising judgement and examination—as vocalised 
by participants. What emerged was the existence of multiple surveillants, operating both 
internally and externally, to VET institutions, as well as a range of mechanisms to measure 
performance. Whereas the mechanisms of biopower showed analogous similarities to 
atmospheric pressure leading to climate change (policy reform), disciplinary power can 
be assimilated to the weather conditions (changed teaching practices) that have been 
created as a result of reform. Moving forward, the important question to consider is ‘how 
have the discourses been internalised by the teachers in terms of their own subjectivities?’ 
153 
5.4 LLN Teachers’ Subjectivities within a ‘Disciplined’ VET World 
Utilising the mechanisms of biopower and disciplinary power, this discussion has shown 
how the distribution of discourse at a societal level has led to policy reform, which has 
had the flow-on effect of changing teaching practices for LLN teachers who work in VET. 
LLN teachers have been immersed within a range of organised calculations and tactics to 
allow for the exercise of power (Foucault, 1991a) that has significantly affected their 
professional roles within VET. Although LLN teachers have subscribed to certain 
knowledges disseminated through biopolitical techniques, as professionals within the 
VET system, they have also felt conflicted by contemporary policy strategies that have 
brought about significant changes to their roles. Hodge (2009) claimed that competency-
based training (CBT) in Australia (see Section 1.1) has come to reflect the three 
techniques of disciplinary power: hierarchical observation, normalising judgement and 
examination. As reinforced in participants’ narratives, the processes of neoliberal 
governmentality have inscribed a new register of power, bringing about changes and new 
challenges to VET teachers’ roles.  
In a poststructural sense, these changes have affected teachers’ subjectivities. To 
Somerville (2006), ‘subjectivity ... is largely seen as constituted in language’ (p. 38) that 
is shaped by the discourses that are available through various cultures (Fejes & Nicoll, 
2008; Fejes 2006), such as VET institutions and wider society. This discussion has shown 
how these discursive formations have emanated from government, industry and 
institutional sources. Examining this discourse through both biopower and disciplinary 
power mechanisms has highlighted the emergence of an LLN crisis in VET in Australia, 
which has become inextricably linked with economic productivity, thus illuminating 
literacy and numeracy as an important political issue. While, on the one hand, it could be 
said that the importance of literacy and numeracy in Australian society had validated the 
critical nature of LLN teachers’ roles (SCOTESE, 2012), on the other hand it could be 
argued that this has led to uncertainty and a lack of clarity about where LLN specialist 
roles now sit within the foundation skills and wider VET workforce. To one teacher this 
had resulted in ‘a lot of confusion about what’s required. I think it’s a confusing time for 
adult literacy–numeracy practitioners’. 
At an institute level, the shift in curriculum focus linking literacy and numeracy more 
closely with vocational outcomes increased the profile of LLN teachers within the wider 
VET sector, and, at the same time, weakened the uniqueness of LLN as a distinct 
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community of practice. As one participant reflected, ‘because of my role in LNSUPPORT 
[an LLN program that is embedded with VET studies], I’m probably less connected to 
the literacy profession. I guess then the literacy field is just one of your networks, it’s not 
the primary one’. Another participant suggested that ‘to some extent, the impermeable 
barrier of what is a language, literacy and numeracy teacher has been eaten away at’ due 
to the wider exposure that LLN teachers now have in VET delivery. As these statements 
attest, many participants felt that policy reform had taken away the unique profiles of 
LLN teachers within VET. 
Although most participants asserted that they felt supported in their roles by other VET 
teachers, this was not true of their feelings towards senior management. One participant 
stated of managers within their VET institution, ‘I feel in some ways they pay lip service 
to LLN because they’re very big on testing every student that comes in and assessing their 
LLN needs. But they don’t follow through with any assistance.’ Most participants 
believed that they were not receiving any real feedback from their managers. This 
sentiment was expressed by a teacher who said: ‘We don’t get anybody saying “look 
you’ve done a good job”’. This lack of feedback and appreciation reinforced the 
perception that managers did not ‘really understand’. One participant expressed this lack 
of understanding in terms of economics: ‘It’s a numbers and money game, so they can’t 
have any compassion, you know’.  
The discussion within this chapter has highlighted the existence of techniques of 
disciplinary power that have sought to create what Foucault (1982a) described as ‘docile 
bodies’; that is, teachers who have been ‘subjected, used, transformed and improved’ (p. 
136) to acquiesce within systems of compliance. This has resulted in self-perceptions of 
changing roles, from teacher to administrator, in which teachers have struggled to cope 
with the pressures of onerous documentation within an ever-changing system governed 
by auditors and industry needs. It has also been shown that teachers saw themselves as 
working within systems of control, in which they were subject to constant surveillance 
and measured in terms of compliance and responsiveness to the needs of both government 
and industry bodies. According to Foucault (1991a), disciplinary power was:  
Exercised through its invisibility; at the same time it imposes on those whom it 
subjects a principle of compulsory visibility ... It is the fact of being constantly 
seen, of being able always to be seen, that maintains the disciplined individual 
in his subjection. (p. 187) 
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Working under the pressures of constant surveillance, the teachers in this study felt their 
worth was being measured according to their ability to be responsive to constant policy 
change, meet the rigours of data collection and pass audits. The lack of clarity around 
auditors’ expectations, setting of unrealistic timeframes in which to demonstrate learner 
progress and inadequate curricula left them feeling like they were working in an uncertain 
world within their VET institutions.  
Participants were asked to describe what it was like to work as an LLN teacher within 
VET. Their responses provide a way to understand their subjectivities. Many spoke of 
feeling devalued as professionals within the current policy environment. Their inability 
to contribute to current policy, as noted in Chapter 4, was described as ‘very demeaning; 
you are not heard, you are not recognised’. This sense of being ‘undervalued and under-
recognised’ was common among participants, and it was not only in relation to the policy 
arena. Due to the increased emphasis on vocationally specific LLN, many teachers 
believed that their input into curriculum design was not valued. The perception the LLN 
teachers’ input was wanted in neither policy nor curriculum design resulted in one 
participant stating that LLN teaching ‘just doesn’t feel respected anymore as a separate 
kind of profession’, while another participant said, ‘I just don’t think we’re considered 
professional’.  
As well as feeling devalued as professionals, participants complained about their lack of 
control. When asked to describe her current position, one teacher said, ‘it feels like being 
in a washing machine ... well at times it feels like being in a spin cycle and those spin 
cycles are probably the audit types’. To other teachers, the combination of funding decline 
and increased compliance left them feeling like ‘the floor is shaky all the time’. Reacting 
to the barrage of policy changes and ongoing audits, another participant likened teaching 
to being ‘under siege trying to endlessly comply with requirements that don’t really fit 
the work we are doing’. Within this policy environment, one teacher questioned the future 
of LLN in VET: ‘It’s like a noose around your neck tightening up. It’s like we have 
reached the stage where we have been choked and [have only] one last breath. It’s like 
LLN is out of the picture.’ 
Despite being given a heightened profile in the National Strategy, the LLN teachers 
involved in this study believed that policymakers had limited understandings of the 
realities of learners in LLN classes. As previously stated, funding cuts and the move 
towards a linear view of LLN in terms of employment-driven outcomes were making it 
156 
difficult to provide real and permanent improvements in learners’ functional skills and 
attributes. According to participants, LLN learners entered classes with a range of issues 
that affected their employability, yet policymakers were not taking these issues into 
account in determining the amount of funding and time required for LLN provision.  
To examine identity through relations of power is to understand that ‘the conduct of both 
individuals and groups’ has been directed within ‘possible fields of actions’ (Foucault, 
1982, p. 35). In the context of this study, this conduct has been measured through ongoing 
surveillance techniques designed to rationalise and guide LLN teachers’ performance, 
including the ability to exercise self-regulatory behaviour. In determining modes of 
subjectification, Foucault (1984) explained that it was up to individuals to determine the 
conditions to which they were subject, and what status and positions they occupied. 
How has this affected the subject positions being taken up by LLN teachers? The lens of 
biopower has shown that, to some extent, teachers have subscribed to the societal 
understanding of LLN as deficit, as this is a common reference point that is understood 
within their workplaces. Participants also concurred with the specialist status attributed 
to them by the National Strategy. However, using the lens of disciplinary power paints a 
slightly different picture. In terms of the modes of subjectification outlined above, 
teachers have determined that they must demonstrate certain levels of compliance; that 
they are obliged to adhere to the ongoing and changing requirements set by government 
and employment agencies; that they are subjected to conditions of perpetual scrutiny both 
within and outside their VET institutes; and that they have had an uncertain status as LLN 
teachers within VET.  
In spite of policy statements that position teachers as specialists, the participants in this 
study did not consider themselves able to ‘provide leadership and advice ... [or] to 
contribute expertise’ (SCOTESE, 2012, p. 11) to policymakers. To be positioned to 
provide leadership and contribute expertise ‘consideration is needed of the essential 
requirements for professional practice, as well as the types of mechanisms that will better 
support ongoing professional development, leadership and excellence’ (SCOTESE, 2012, 
p. 11).  
*** 
This chapter has shown how LLN and VET discourses have been disseminated through 
society and into VET institutions through the mechanisms of biopower and disciplinary 
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power. These have created other discourses (government policies) that have resulted in 
reforms. Participants have felt the effects of reform as systems of compliance, declining 
funding and employment-driven curricula. If this study was limited to using biopower 
and disciplinary power alone to determine how power relations have affected teachers’ 
identities, assumptions could be made that teachers have repressed and confused identities 
due to the impositions of government policy. However, the next chapter—the final in the 
trilogy—uses pastoral power to shine a different light on identity creation. While still 
affected by the downward control of policy, it also shows the emergence of identities built 
on teachers’ ideological stances and relationships with learners. It shows that, although 
the teachers are aware that certain levels of compliance need to be demonstrated as part 
of their roles in VET, they do actively negotiate the LLN/VET discourses described by 
Butin as forms of resistance (2006; 2001). 
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Chapter 6:  
Understanding the Relationship  
between LLN Teachers and Learners 
The previous chapter analysed how relations of power operate both within society and 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) institutions to disseminate LLN–VET 
discourses. Insight was gained into the subject positions taken up by Language, Literacy 
and Numeracy (LLN) teachers in light of reform. Although national LLN policy has 
attempted to position LLN teachers as specialists and pivotal to solving what has been 
represented as an LLN crisis by various government and industry sectors in Australia, 
there remains a lack of clarity about their roles as teachers in VET. A change in discourse, 
from LLN to foundation skills, arguably resulted in some confusion as teachers struggled 
to understand their position within the wider foundation skills and VET workforces. The 
disciplinary power gaze presented a picture of changed teaching practices and roles driven 
by policy reform in relation to funding, compliance and curriculum content. While this 
chapter continues to examine the emergence of teachers’ subjectivities within relations of 
power, the lens changes to that of pastoral power. Whereas the previous lenses of 
biopower and disciplinary power explored teachers’ relationship with the state, pastoral 
power focuses on the relationship between teachers and learners. 
A key finding emerging out of Chapter 5 was that teachers had experienced the effects of 
state-based discourses as dominating, especially in relation to the changes these 
discourses had imposed on their professional practices. However, this chapter brings to 
light that, although largely complicit in their changed roles as professionals in VET, there 
are spaces where the LLN teachers are also agentic in their actions. This chapter shifts 
the gaze away from the dominating aspects of discourse to show that relations of power 
can also be productive forces (Foucault, 1976) in the creation of subject positions. Using 
a pastoral power lens demonstrates that, alongside the controlling aspects, power has 
incited action within teachers, provoking them to behave purposefully to affect their own 
roles and practices (Bevir, 1999), based on their own reflexive and emotional negotiation 
(Foucault, 1976; Fejes & Nicoll, 2008). 
When the voice of practice is examined from a pastoral power perspective, what emerges 
is a type of subjectivity in which teachers have shaped an identity based largely on their 
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own consciousness and self-knowledge (Foucault, 1982a). This reinforces the 
poststructural understanding that relations of power can also provide scope for individuals 
to use agency to both renegotiate (Olssen, 2008) and resist policy reform. In the context 
of this study, change resulted in discursive formations (weather patterns) that showed that 
teachers felt subjected to control and dependence in their relationship with the state; 
however, other discursive formations also emerged that elicited a separate type of power 
relationship between teachers and learners. 
Figure 4 provides the final section of the visual narrative. It shows how discursive 
formations, occurring at the macro-layer and being implemented at the meso-layer via 
changes to teaching practices and roles, have been internalised by the teachers. This 
section of the visual narrative illustrates how participants have negotiated the emerging 
weather patterns resulting from policy reform. Based primarily on the relationship 
between teachers and learners, when combined with teachers’ ideological viewpoints, 
what unfolded was a renegotiation of practices. In a poststructural sense, pastoral power 
thus provides an appropriate lens through which to explore this relation of power. 
 
Figure 4. Pastoral power 
6.1 A Pastoral Power Gaze 
Chapter 3 provided a brief overview of pastoral power. A more detailed description of this 
form of power–knowledge is provided here. According to Foucault, in order to understand 
the totality of power relations, it is important to take the analysis beyond the limits of the 
state, as the true locus of power lies in the interactions between individuals and groups of 
individuals (Foucault, 1982a; 2003b). The relevance of pastoral power as an analytical 
tool for this study grew out of the need to understand a relation of power that sat outside 
government policy. Although linked to the discursive formations that emanated from 
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policy reform, it was a relation of power that existed between people, more specifically, 
between teachers and learners. This relation of power elicited a type of subjectivity that 
was based largely on teachers’ ideological stances and core beliefs. 
Compared to biopower and disciplinary power, pastoral power has distinct differences. 
The differences between the three forms of power can be understood as follows: biopower 
is primarily concerned with exercising collusion to control entire populations (Bevir, 
1999); disciplinary power acts to regulate the actions and behaviours of individuals within 
the state; and pastoral power endeavours to be simultaneously responsive to both the state 
and the individual (Foucault, 1982a). As outlined in Chapter 3, while some academics 
doubt the use of pastoral power as an effective tool to understand modern-day power 
relations, such as those that occur within VET institutions, there have been several studies 
in which pastoral power has been effectively applied to educational research (Pelayo, 
2014; McCuaig, Ohman & Wright, 2013; McCuaig, 2012; Pearson, 2010).  
Bevir (1999) provided a useful explanation of the difference between biopower and 
pastoral power. He described biopower as an autonomous form of power and pastoral 
power as an agentic form. Further, he stated that ‘whereas biopower, the discipline of the 
body, can control the subject without his collusion, pastoral power has to pass through the 
consciousness of the subject and, in doing so, it necessarily creates a basis for resistance’ 
(p. 72). Chapter 5 showed the effectiveness of biopower as a mechanism to disseminate 
the discourse of ‘LLN crisis’ into society. This discourse formed the basis of new 
government policies and changes to institutional directives, whereby teachers felt the 
effects of autonomous regulation and monitoring analysed by disciplinary power. 
However, as pastoral power acts on the conscious will of individuals, its application 
shows the relationship between teachers and learners, and the extent to which they have 
been agentic in consciously negotiating and resisting the heightened regulation and 
monitoring controls imposed upon them. 
Although Foucault (1982a) used the tool of pastoral power as a way to explain power 
relations within ecclesiastical settings, I use it as a way to understand how LLN teachers 
interact and engage within educational settings. In Foucauldian terms, pastoral power 
governs the wellbeing of subjects by comprehensively regulating their behaviour 
(Pearson, 2010). Governing is determined as a rational and planned activity oriented by 
its ‘salvific’ intention. The aim of pastoral power is to guide human beings towards 
salvation or the appropriate path of transition (Foucault, 2007). An analysis of pastoral 
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power considers the relationship between the ‘guider’ and the ‘guided’ (Lemke, 2010), 
which, in the context of this study, is taken to mean LLN teachers and learners. 
Foucault (2007) characterised pastoral power in the following terms: first, it is exercised 
over a flock of people on the move rather than over a static territory; second, it is 
fundamentally beneficent—the duty of the pastor is the salvation of the flock (to the point 
of self-sacrifice); third, it is an individualising power—the pastor must care for each and 
every member of the flock singularly (pp. 125–130). For the purpose of the following 
discussion, the flock are the learner groups, or communities of learners with LLN needs; 
the pastor is the teacher who strives not only to look after the cohort as a whole, but also 
endeavours to cater for individuals within the group. 
6.1.1 Caring for the flock 
Participants’ narratives highlighted the diversity of teaching locations for LLN learners. 
Applying a pastoral power gaze, ‘flocks’ of learners exist in a variety of learning spaces, 
including classrooms, VET workshops and workplaces. Yet, according to Foucault’s 
rendering, the ‘flocks’ need to be mobile: where are they on the move to? Contemporary 
government policy in VET and LLN would consider that LLN learners are primarily on 
the move towards sustainable employment; however, teachers’ narratives show this 
transition in broader terms, as evidenced in their descriptions of LLN. With the needs of 
learners foremost in their minds, teachers described learners as moving towards the 
attainment of personal goals that incorporated wider community engagement and 
personal fulfilment. They described learners as transitioning from disengagement to 
engagement, from disadvantage to advantage, from lack of purpose to purpose, from lack 
of confidence to confidence. They saw learners as actively seeking to ‘flock together’ as 
a way to cope with their complex lives. As one teacher noted: 
These people that have disturbances in their day to day lives tend to flock to 
these places and they find them, they find their feet. They find new friends, they 
find another way. They suddenly develop confidence and they keep coming 
back. 
Needless to say, teachers also saw learners as being on the move towards employment. 
As ‘pastors’ of these flocks, participants described themselves as having multiple 
dimensions to their roles. As well as teachers, they were mentors, advisers, parents, social 
workers, carers and nurturers. Their narratives made it clear that it was in pastoring to 
their flocks—or providing pastoral care to learners—that they gained the most 
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satisfaction in their jobs and, moreover, that it was within these learning spaces that they 
felt the most comfortable. For example, one participant stated ‘I love being in there [the 
classroom] and the students really appreciate your help’. 
6.1.2 Tending to individuals 
Foucault (1982a) contended that pastoral power is not just characterised by tending to a 
flock (or a group of learners), it is also a form of power that looks after individuals within 
the flock. For this, the pastor required intimate knowledge of each individual’s mind. This 
was gleaned through constantly surveying the flock to understand the distinctiveness of 
each individual, as adequate guidance can only occur through ongoing surveillance 
(Foucault, 2007). 
Evidence of such surveillance activities (premised by a desire to understand and cater to 
individual learner’s needs) is contained within participants’ narratives. Recognising that 
learners’ needs were unique, the teachers in this study strove to cater for both the 
individual and the group, despite operating within what they perceived as the limitations 
of current government policies. One participant explained that ‘apart from teaching the 
curriculum, they [teachers] need to accommodate their [student] learning needs, their 
learning disabilities. You have to keep all this in mind and cater for individual 
differences.’ As a way to gain intimate knowledge of individuals within the group, 
participants recognised the importance of developing rapport with each learner. One 
teacher described this as, ‘I think we see ourselves as looking after people in a caring role 
... carer first, and once I have established a rapport with students, now I’ve got you taken 
care of, I’ve got you in a position to move forward.’ 
Despite recognising the importance of catering to individuals, many participants 
struggled to achieve this within the constraints of contemporary policy. One teacher 
commented: ‘Before I might have been able to find out what the learners were interested 
in, you could find some common threads amongst your learners and what they might be 
interested in learning. But now it’s got to fit into the framework.’1 Another teacher saw 
the difficulty of catering to individuals as representing a significant change in her teaching 
role. She stated: ‘When I first started literacy and numeracy in a broad sense [it] was very 
                                                                
1 In this context, ‘framework’ describes the curriculum. 
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much about personal development and improving your life skills to enable you to do other 
things, and that could be just in the community or to get a job or study. It was based on 
the person.’ 
In Foucauldian terms, relations of power–knowledge can only be effective if there is 
freedom to act otherwise (Fejes & Nicoll, 2008; Edwards, 2008). By applying the tools 
of biopower and disciplinary power, the previous chapter showed instances where 
teachers felt compelled to act in certain ways due to policy-driven changes to teaching 
practices. Foucault (1982a) perceived the realities of pastoral power as being different, 
since its effectiveness implied ‘a knowledge of the conscience and an ability to direct it’ 
(p. 783). Therefore, while teachers felt restrained by certain discourses, and while these 
discourses affected their actions and practices, they also enabled them to consciously act 
in other ways, led by their desire to cater to individuals for the good of the flock (p. 783).  
Foucault (2007) described power relations between individuals (such as LLN teachers 
and learners) as being characterised by four elements: analytical responsibility, 
exhaustive and instantaneous transfer, sacrificial reversal and alternate correspondence. 
Each element is explored within the context of this study as a platform to understand the 
relations of power existing between the teachers and learners. Specific educational terms, 
such as teacher and learner, have been inserted into the descriptions of each principle to 
assist in understanding their application within an educational context.  
According to Foucault (2007), analytical responsibility meant that the ‘pastor [teacher] 
must account for every act of his sheep [learners] ... and for everything good or evil 
[previous experiences] they may have done at any time’ (pp. 170–172). For teachers, 
accounting for every act was a matter of acquiring knowledge of students’ personal 
histories, including backgrounds, personal baggage and perceptions towards education. 
This knowledge, once gained, could be used as a springboard to create learning activities 
that centred on the attainment of personal goals. As one teacher put it, ‘I just want them 
to tell me how they live their lives’. For another, it was about discovering the ‘range of 
disadvantages of the students and how these have affected their attitude to learning and 
being in a classroom’.  
The second principle of pastoral power, exhaustive and instantaneous transfer, occurred 
as the ‘merits and demerits [strengths and weaknesses] of each individual sheep [learner] 
are imputed to the pastor [teacher]’ (Foucault, 2007, pp. 170-172). The teachers involved 
in this study recognised merit via learners’ individual achievements and progress. This 
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was articulated by one teacher who stated: ‘When someone who walks in ... and cannot 
read a word, learns to read a page, that’s my achievement.’  
Teachers also imputed merit in learner feedback, which they saw as a valuable measure 
of their own performance. This feedback was mainly informal and came in a variety of 
forms—verbal, written and witnessed. The latter occurred when teachers observed 
students’ transformative learning. As non-tangible outcomes, observations of 
transformative learning were not recognised or measured by official auditing systems. 
They included statements such as: ‘the little achievements that I see my students make’, 
‘to see how they’ve progressed and have come to love learning’ and the ‘feeling like 
you’re actually helping them with something’. To many teachers, this form of feedback 
was more meaningful than measurable compliance outcomes determined by government. 
This raises an important question: why is informal learner feedback more important to 
teachers than official government or institute feedback? Chapter 4 showed that 
participants’ language altered from ‘compliance’ to ‘quality’ as the three layers of 
discourse—macro, meso and micro—were discussed. Teachers viewed the outcome of 
learner feedback in terms of quality, and government and institute management feedback 
in terms of compliance. The mechanisms of disciplinary power operating within VET 
institutions revealed that teachers’ interactions with auditors and managers were 
consumed by discussions about funding and curriculum-based outcomes. However, this 
was not the case when teachers interacted with learners. One teacher, in describing his 
perceptions of feedback from official sources stated: ‘There doesn’t seem to be any 
measure of our performance. Whether you’re doing a good job or a bad job, you don’t 
really know.’ Elaborating on this point, he explained that: ‘Of course there’s the student 
feedback, that’s the real measure anyway.’ Thus, participants made it clear that they did 
not consider the feedback they received from government or their institutions as the real 
measure of their job performance. 
Participants internalised what they saw as the demerits of policy, which activated 
perceptions of social injustice on behalf of learners. Overwhelmingly, participants 
believed that learners were poorly served by unrealistic timeframes, funding constraints 
and limited, policy-driven, curriculum. One teacher claimed, ‘I would love the people to 
be able to come to adult literacy and numeracy classes without the pressure on them to 
have to jump through hoops, [to] achieve.’ This sense of social injustice derived from 
teachers’ belief that learners ‘deserved better’, and were ‘definitely being discriminated 
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against or pushed into a corner’. One teacher commented that ‘you see other things that 
you think the students might need and they probably need more time, so it’s really hard 
to feel like you’re doing any justice’. 
For the third principle, sacrificial reversal, to occur, Foucault (2007) explained that ‘the 
pastor [teacher] must be prepared to sacrifice himself [teacher actions] in order to save 
[develop skills and attributes] his sheep [learners]’p. 170- 172. Discussion of this element 
centres on the actions of teachers that highlight their perceptions about the changes to 
their teaching roles brought about by reform. In examining how teachers have consciously 
adapted to these changes, a level of sacrifice to ideological viewpoints and, in some cases, 
identities, is revealed. Although the discussion of biopower demonstrated that, on some 
level, teachers may have subscribed to the current policy discourse that described LLN 
as skills-based and focused on employment preparation, their own descriptions of LLN 
showed that they saw it in much broader terms. To participants, LLN included attributes 
for personal growth such as having ‘confidence and engagement in society’, ‘supporting 
people to become independent’, and ‘achieving goals’.  
The demerits of current policies created ideological conflict for teachers as they grappled 
between what they believed LLN curriculum and funded delivery should be, compared 
with the realities of current government policy. One participant described this ideological 
conflict as, ‘we’re actually in the image today more of being repair kits rather than 
foundation builders’. Another stated: 
I think it’s a struggle for literacy and numeracy teachers, because even for those 
who have worked for a long time in the system, they still come with an idea 
around personal development for the students. I think it’s really hard to have 
that narrow focus when you want to see students bloom in that sense. 
The narratives showed that many teachers were prepared to sacrifice their time to find 
ways to incorporate what they saw as necessary components of LLN into their teaching. 
For some teachers, this meant developing practices that balanced the requirements of 
policy with the delivery of positive and meaningful learning experiences that incorporated 
all aspects of LLN. One teacher described the first part of this practice as meeting ‘the 
requirements for the auditor’. Another teacher described the second part as a matter of 
consciously deciding to take a calculated risk and letting ‘the students explore those things 
they want to explore and knowing that in some cases I might be light on in terms of 
compliance.’ To other teachers, it was a matter of doing ‘the compliance stuff first and 
then [teaching] them what they need’. This view was expressed by a teacher who stated: 
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‘I still have to push them so I’ve worked a way where I get assessment tasks ready, train 
them up for them. In the middle of all of those you sort of juggle things.’ 
Chapter 5 showed that, as a collective, LLN teachers believed that policy changes that 
reinforced the deficit discourse had, to some extent, increased their profiles within VET 
institutions. Placing the LLN levels of VET students in the spotlight had resulted in a 
greater understanding of LLN and acceptance of the special roles that LLN teachers 
played within VET. Expressing this view, one teacher stated: ‘The curriculumisation of 
LLN has legitimised LLN teaching within the VET sector.’ 
LLN teachers’ increased profiles resulted in changes to some teacher’s roles and, 
arguably, identities as LLN professionals in VET. The integration of LLN into VET 
resulted in some LLN teachers assuming support roles to other VET teachers. In 
describing this shift, participants used terms such as, ‘support to the VET teacher’, 
‘attachment to the VET teacher’, and ‘playing second fiddle’. Although this changed role 
could be interpreted as a form of professional sacrifice, as explained in Chapter 4, it was 
not necessarily viewed in a negative light by LLN teachers. Participants’ narratives 
showed that most were happy to be working alongside VET teachers to support learners. 
One teacher stated: ‘I have a wonderful working relationship with the [VET] teachers’. 
Explaining what she saw as the changed identities of LLN teachers within her institution, 
one teacher stated that: 
Within our team we have a bit of a debate about the word support. Sometimes 
we refer to ourselves as literacy support workers and that can realise some issues 
because it suggests that we have a lessor role ... like a teacher’s aide or not as 
qualified or something. Yet on the other hand I find it is a meaningful way to 
describe my work.  
Although the discourse of support was generally seen in a favourable light, there was an 
acknowledgment that this change of role had affected teachers’ sense of identity. One 
teacher, who was working in a vocational class, articulated this by stating: ‘Probably 
being seen as a side-kick ... your professional identity is reduced to some extent.’ 
Why are LLN teachers content to be seen in a support role, especially given its effect on 
their identities? Drawing back to Foucault’s theories of pastoral power, it could be argued 
that teachers, having subscribed to the notion of LLN as being linked with deficit and 
vocational outcomes, saw their support roles as way to gain access to the flock while also 
enabling them to interact with individuals. Assumptions could be made that, to gain 
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access to the flock, teachers subscribed to the notion of support; in other words, that 
support was the key to their entry into the vocational area. 
The final principle of pastoral power is alternate correspondence. According to Foucault 
(2007), this is where: 
The merits [strengths] of the sheep [learners] and their prospects of salvation 
[effective transition] are increased in inverse proportion to the failings of their 
pastor … the pastor [teacher] rises in the eyes of the lord [government] if he has 
struggled with a recalcitrant flock. (pp. 170–172) 
The term ‘recalcitrant flock’ is of interest within the context of this research, both in terms 
of what means in a policy context and to teachers. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary 
(2016) defines recalcitrant as ‘difficult to manage and not responsive to treatment’. 
Although participants did not use the term, they nevertheless described learners this way, 
using terms such as ‘disengaged’, by which they meant that learners were disengaged 
from education, work and/or the community. Part of the motivation of LLN teachers 
rested in their desire to modify or rectify this recalcitrant behaviour—to ‘engage the 
disengaged’. 
What was the catalyst for this motivation? For some teachers, the catalyst was embedded 
in their belief that learners whose needs were not being met by current government policy 
were being discriminated against. Participants believed that learners were not being given 
the attention and time they needed to demonstrate real improvements and that they 
deserved better. One participant who coordinated LLN programs complained that learners 
were ‘being recycled through program after program’. It can be inferred that this 
participant viewed current government policy as self-perpetuating, in that it provided 
learners with little opportunity to show sustainable improvement in LLN skills and 
thereby encouraged recalcitrant behaviour. 
Other participants’ motivation was undergirded by their desire to witness learners’ 
success, as measured by personal observations of transformative learning, leading, in 
Foucault’s (2007) terms, to ‘individual salvation into the next world’ (p. 172). In an 
educational sense, ‘salvation’ is taken to mean a learners sense of wellbeing (Pearson, 
2010) and success in outside endeavours after their LLN skills and attributes had been 
developed. This perception was evident in the following statements: ‘Ultimately, we need 
to see the students succeeding in what they need’; ‘By re-engaging [students] in learning 
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and developing a capacity for lifelong learning [they could] see themselves as learning 
other things as well’. 
Some teachers believed that their roles included assisting learners to navigate complex 
institutional systems, thereby maximising the potential for salvation. Articulating this, 
one teacher explained their role as:  
Making the system as user friendly for the student as possible, which really 
means working around all the limitations that come from funding and standards 
and various regulations … illuminating the bits that they can’t see [and] working 
around the system to make sure the student doesn’t crash on any of these rocks2 
as they try to complete their program and develop a sense of what the education 
system can provide them. 
This section has used elements of pastoral power to make sense of the power relationship 
that exists between LLN teachers and learners in light of VET–LLN reform. The 
discussion has shown that teachers, although feeling dominated and controlled by rigid 
policy measures and changes to other institutional practices, developed a sense of agency 
that enabled them to renegotiate such changes. The decision to do so has primarily been 
driven by teachers’ ideological beliefs and sense of social justice, as discussed below.  
6.2 The Effects of Pastoral Power on Teacher Identity 
Using pastoral power as a way to understand power relations operating within VET 
institutes has revealed the existence of a different type of subjectivity from that which 
was presented in Chapter 5. Using biopower and disciplinary power as analytic tools 
highlighted that the ‘subject’ positions taken up by teachers were largely based on them 
feeling ‘subject to ... control and dependence’ (Foucault, 1982a, p. 781) driven by 
changed policy in both the VET and LLN arenas. However, using pastoral power as the 
tool showed the emergence of an ‘identity by conscience or self-knowledge’ (p. 781) 
where teachers both negotiated and resisted policy primarily to meet the needs of learners. 
Linking the findings of this chapter to identity, the following discussion is focused around 
four poststructural concepts: how freedom and agency have worked together to shape 
teacher identity; how teachers have made use of technologies; how and where spaces for 
                                                                
2The term ‘rocks’ was taken to mean the systems in place dictated by policy and institutional directives.  
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resistance have emerged; and how the power force that exists between learners and 
teachers functions.  
6.2.1 Using freedom and agency 
As a basis to understanding how and why teachers’ agentic behaviours have been 
activated, it is important to be reminded of Foucault’s understanding that power can only 
be exercised through the governance of conduct that pre-supposes the existence of free 
and active subjects (Foucault, 1982b; Fejes & Nicolls, 2008). In Foucauldian terms, 
‘freedom is an exercise on or practice of the self that can be used to control others and 
govern oneself by taking up available practices in various ways’ (Fenwick, 2006, p. 22). 
Although teachers have been subjected to state-based systems of dominance, ‘subjectivity 
is not always imposed externally’ (D. Taylor, 2011, p. 7). Teachers have exercised 
freedom to maintain and renegotiate an identity generated by their conscience or self-
knowledge. Further, it has been shown that teachers, as individuals, ‘take up and occupy 
the subject positions that … socio-historical context makes available … Subjects are not 
only made, we make ourselves’ (D. Taylor, 2011, p. 7). Making decisions to teach learners 
over and above what had been funded shows that LLN teachers view LLN as more than 
a set of foundation skills for employment. In trying to include learner attributes as well 
as foundation skills, it could be argued that LLN teachers are being influenced by an 
historical multiliteracies approach and social capital discourse, as discussed in Chapter 2. 
This shows that teachers, in attempting to forge subject positions within their workplaces, 
have negotiated current and historical discourses.  
Within their VET institutions, teachers have determined the fields of possibilities in which 
their ways of behaving, reactions and stances (D. Taylor, 2011) have been realised through 
their professional identities. In doing so they have worked within existing power–
knowledge relations to reflexively negotiate a sense of self as LLN teachers in VET 
amidst policy reform. They have exercised agency, which is defined as ‘the process of 
engagement with a context in which practice, influenced by experiences, beliefs and 
aspirations, interact with … external demands’ (Bowl, 2014, p. 117). This process enabled 
teachers to ‘make decisions about the possibilities and limits of action within that context’ 
(p. 117). Although LLN teachers have been exposed to a range of discourses within VET, 
many of which have been imposed through mechanisms of biopower and disciplinary 
power, teachers have also used agency to selectively engage and negotiate with each 
discourse (D. Taylor, 2011). 
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According to Fenwick (2006), teachers have been able to achieve this by exercising both 
political and moral agency. In negotiating the discourses surrounding them, teachers have 
asked themselves ‘what are my limits, what are my possibilities, within the normative 
framework by which my desire and my knowledge are shaped’ (Sjoholm, 2013, p. 146). 
In teaching outside the realms of policy, they have taken a degree of political risk. LLN 
teachers have exercised moral agency in their desire to cater for the individual needs of 
LLN learners, and in their desire to make learning a positive experience. Teachers have 
utilised specific knowledge about learners to ‘make occupational choices concerning ones 
core work, based on one’s own interest and motivations ... that corresponds to personal 
values and hopes’ (Vahasantanen, Hokka, Etelapelto, Rasku-Puttonen & Littleton, 2008, 
p. 133). In spite of the dominance of state-based regulatory systems implemented at an 
institute level, within their classrooms, teachers have found the space and freedom to 
work with learners on attributes that they consider to be important, regardless of their 
measurability in official terms. 
Both this chapter and the previous chapter have shown how governmentality and power–
knowledge have interacted with discourses to allow teachers to take up subject positions. 
As highlighted in Chapter 5, systems of governmentality have utilised specific 
technologies designed to shape the roles of the LLN teachers (Foucault, 1997b). Whereas 
the relations of disciplinary power showed that these technologies were, in many respects, 
controlling the roles of teachers, this chapter has shown that, through the emergence of 
technologies within the relations of pastoral power, teachers have managed to affect their 
own actions, conduct and ways of being (Foucault, 1988b) to renegotiate the confines of 
current policy (Bevir, 1999; Fejes & Nicoll, 2008).  
6.2.2 Making use of technologies 
Although all four of the Foucauldian technologies introduced in Chapter 3 are interrelated 
when discussing subjectivity, it is ‘technologies of the self’ that is of greatest relevance to 
understanding the identities of the teachers in this study. This technology holds that, by 
performing work on the self via thoughts and actions in relation to often competing 
discourses, teachers practice who they are (Devos, 2000); that is, their identity. Foucault 
(1988b) would argue that, as free subjects, teachers have been able to use this technology 
‘to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on 
their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct and way of being’ (p. 18). By engaging in 
‘technologies of the self’, teachers have invested subjectivity into their work and gained 
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a sense of meaning from it (Edwards & Nicoll, 2006) that corresponds to the relationship 
they have with learners. 
In Chapter 2, the concept of the neoliberal subject was introduced to explain how 
individuals such as teachers can use technologies to interpret neoliberal policies. Ball 
(2003) claimed that the focus should not be on the structures and procedures that sit 
behind policy, but rather on the re-forming of relationships. He added that within 
technologies of reform, while there are embedded identities, new identities also emerge 
as teachers place new values on what it means to teach and what it means to be a teacher 
(Ball, 2003). In line with Foucauldian thinking, the discussion has shown that, while 
relations of disciplinary power have restrained teachers’ autonomy and repressed their 
identity to some extent, they have simultaneously engendered teachers’ activism (Widin, 
Yasukawa & Chodkiewicz, 2012). In becoming activists with regard to their teaching 
practices, teachers have arguably used the technology of performativity to their 
advantage. Thus, although relations of disciplinary power have coerced them, they have 
also invited them to become effective (Ball, 2010) in balancing the requirements of 
government policy with their own desire to cater to the needs of learners. Alternatively, 
since the technology of performativity has also been effective in coercing teachers to work 
over and above their roles due to feelings of inadequacy, it could be argued that, from the 
standpoint of the state, they have not met the needs of learners (Ball, 2010). 
6.2.3 Forging an identity through acts of resistance 
As discussed above, relations of power have influenced LLN teachers’ professional 
practices through acts of state-based domination. However, what has also taken place are 
forms of activism that sit outside the confines of policy. This is because teachers, as 
subjects, have displayed the power to interpret, act and resist (Rose, 1998). Foucault 
(1982a) explained that resistance is coexistent with power. He saw resistance as a catalyst 
that brings to light power relations. While teachers working within VET cannot step 
outside the networks of power that circumscribe their experiences, there is always the 
possibility for thinking and acting otherwise within them (Oksala, 2011). 
Although immersed within a system dominated by regulatory controls, the teachers in this 
study were able to renegotiate their teaching practices through acts of resistance. They 
actively negotiated the specific regulations imposed on them and employed a series of 
push-back strategies. Using technologies of the self, they renegotiated and, in some cases, 
actively resisted policy reform (Butin, 2001; Rose, 1998). Thus, teachers, ‘as acting 
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agents can demonstrate resistance in a variety of forms: running away or standing still, of 
saying no or not saying anything at all’ (Butin, 2001, p. 168). 
Driven primarily by learners’ needs, teachers used agency to push-back against 
contemporary government policies. As previously highlighted, the push-back strategy 
employed by one teacher involved ‘doing the compliance stuff first, and then teaching 
what the students actually need’. In essence, this involved asking students to complete 
predetermined assessments to satisfy compliance factors before catering to their 
individual needs. Demonstrating this, another participant commented that teachers ‘get 
all the compliance stuff out of the way up front, whether it is to complete multi-
worksheets that they can tick off, breathe a sigh of relief and then do what they actually 
want to do’. Another teacher stated, ‘at the beginning of the semester we are ticking all 
of the right boxes but then we try to teach what is essential’. 
Due to limitations in funding that restricted learner’s access to LLN support, there was 
evidence of teachers volunteering their time to work with students over and above their 
allocated teaching time. Expressing her concerns about limited access to LLN support, 
one teacher stated, ‘I have made Friday morning in the library where I am available to all 
students who want to come and get supported. It’s only because I feel that the students 
deserve it and it is not something that is funded.’  
Other acts of resistance included the absolute refusal to change classroom teaching 
practices at all. Illustrating this, one teacher commented: ‘I could not change teaching 
practices in the sense that what we do in class we continue because of our dedication.’ 
Another teacher explained, ‘I let the students explore certain themes in the class knowing 
that I might be light on in terms of compliance paperwork’. 
Participants’ narratives showed that not all acts of resistance were motivated by a desire 
to accommodate learners’ needs; some took the form of political agency to push-back 
against policy. To manage the demands of increased accountability, some teachers had 
resorted to implementing practices tailored to suit compliance outcomes, at the cost of 
individual learners’ needs. Highlighting this, one teacher claimed: ‘In some programs 
they’re not varying what they teach because they know it will meet compliance; that they 
have all the boxes ticked.’ Concerned about this changed teaching practice, another 
participant commented: ‘The learning has become less contextualised to the learners. 
Everything is predetermined so the opportunity for us to contextualise what we teach is 
limited.’ Due to reductions in funding, some casually employed teachers left classes early 
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to complete compliance paperwork. Commenting on this changed teaching practice, one 
teacher stated: ‘I’ve heard others [sessional teachers] say … “We are just going to leave 
the class to do all this [paperwork]” and walk out of the class and spend an hour doing it.’ 
6.2.4 Where is the power emanating from? 
Using pastoral power to understand power relations has highlighted the importance of the 
relationship that exists between LLN teachers and learners. However, questions remain 
about the level of power that learners have in the creation of teacher identities. Foucault 
(1982a) suggests that ‘the term “power” designates relationships between partners ... an 
ensemble of actions which induce others and follow from one another’ (p. 786). While it 
has been shown that teachers have actively negotiated policy through the use of 
technologies, to what extent have learners motivated teachers to realise this type of 
agency? Current policy has created tensions between what teachers see as the needs of 
the state versus the needs of learners. It could be argued that the power emanating from 
learners, which is primarily generated by teachers perceptions regarding the inadequacy 
of current policy to meet their needs, has created a platform to induce specific actions. 
According to D. Taylor (2011), ‘we are simultaneously enabled and constrained’ (p. 173). 
Through the process of becoming a subject, we determine ‘ways in which existing 
practices have the potential to loosen constraints and thus resist normalisation’ (p. 173). 
Although constrained by the limitations of current policy, teachers have simultaneously 
been enabled to create positive and meaningful learning experiences through their 
interactions with learners. The discussion has already shown that teachers are highly 
attuned to learner feedback, that they cater to individual learners’ needs and that they 
perceive this as ‘quality’ work rather than ‘compliance’ work. It is argued, then, that 
knowledge of learners’ personal stories, backgrounds, skills, aspirations and attitudes to 
education has become an important enabler, propelling teachers to work over and above 
the specifications of policy, thereby providing a forum for transformative learning to 
occur. 
Such actions could be perceived as acts of self-sacrifice on the part of teachers. Although 
mindful of the existence of compliance in their professional worlds, the teachers in this 
study sacrificed their time and energy to find solutions to work around the constraints of 
policy. They did so to develop learner skills and attributes that were not funded or 
measured through government regulatory mechanisms. Linking back to Foucault’s fourth 
principle, ‘alternate correspondence’, who are the teachers seeking approval from? In 
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whose eyes have teachers’ roles and identities been elevated? Are teachers seeking 
approval from the state or from learners? It appears that, in spite of teachers’ awareness 
of the existence of accountability and compliance, and in spite of their duty to abide with 
policy and institutional directives, teachers place far more value on the outcomes and 
quality of learners’ experiences, which are not measurable within the confines of the 
current system. To revisit the distinction between role and identity, it could be argued that, 
as professionals within the VET system, teachers define their roles based on commonly 
held expectations to meet the needs of the state, whereas their identities emerge through 
processes of reflexive and emotional negotiation to meet the needs of learners (O’Connor, 
2008). 
When analysing the power relations between teachers and learners, the importance of 
human interaction needs to be considered. Hargreaves (2000) claimed that human 
interaction is a central feature of teachers’ practices. This is because teaching involves 
‘human nurturance, connectedness, warmth and love’ (Hargreaves, 1995, p. 175). 
Teachers’ beliefs about the role they play in caring for learners therefore form a crucial 
part of their identities (O’Connor, 2008). Riley’s (2009) research on adult attachment 
theory reinforced the importance of teachers’ interactions and connectedness with 
learners. Although primarily generated from studies within mainstream education, it 
includes links to LLN teachers and adult learners in the VET system. Riley claimed that 
‘teachers are to some degree dependant on their students’ mental representation of, and 
interactions with them’ (p. 626). Further, he suggested that ‘when this relationship is 
examined through the adult attachment lens, the students acquire a great deal of power in 
the relationship, unconscious perhaps but power never-the-less’ (p. 627). It has been 
shown that LLN teachers are highly attuned to learners’ personal stories, disadvantages 
and needs, almost to the point of self-sacrifice. It is the power emanating from learners 
themselves that drives a range of classroom practices. 
*** 
If the discussion was limited to the application of biopower and disciplinary power, an 
important piece of the ‘identity puzzle’ would be missing. Using these two relations of 
power in isolation could imply that, as a result of changing discourses of LLN and VET 
and new policies and systems of regulation, teachers had confused and repressed identities 
as professionals. Are they LLN specialists? Are they foundation skills teachers? Have 
they been subsumed into the wider VET workforce? Are they VET teachers? Using 
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pastoral power to examine teachers’ discourses paints an alternate picture of teacher 
identity. First, it shows that not all discursive formations have been driven downward to 
the teacher from macro-level policy, as suggested in the previous chapter. Rather, driven 
primarily from the power that learners can bring to the relationship (Riley, 2007), teachers 
have used certain technologies to evoke agency and negotiate the policy environment in 
which they work (Black, 2010). While this has included an acceptance of changed roles 
that sit within policy and institute specifications, teachers have worked to maintain what 
they see as beneficial practices to cater for the needs of individual LLN learners. 
Arguably, it has been the agency emerging from this relation of power that has helped 
LLN teachers to maintain an identity based on social justice foundations. 
This trilogy of chapters has used Foucault’s poststructural tools to analyse the multiple 
discourses circulating within contemporary reform. To examine the relationship between 
these discourses and teacher identity, three distinct yet interrelated relations of power, 
biopower, disciplinary power and pastoral power, were employed. The next chapter brings 
academic literature, poststructural theory and the study’s research findings together to 
discuss LLN teacher identity in terms of teaching practices, roles and voice. It asks: what 
do the study’s research findings tell us about teachers’ roles and identities in VET? To 
what extent have teachers been able to exercise a voice? How can contradictions between 
the discourse of policy and the voice of practice be reconciled? 
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Chapter 7:  
Assigned Roles and Chosen Identities:  
Emerging at the Intersection of Policy and Practice 
One must remember that power is not an ensemble of mechanisms of negation, 
refusal, exclusion. But it produces effectively. It is likely that it produces right 
down to the individuals themselves. Individuality, individual identity are the 
products of power (Foucault, 2004, p. 113). 
Making use of Foucault’s theoretical tools to explore relations of power, Chapters 5 and 
6 showed how Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) and Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) reform discourses have been both restrictive and productive forces in 
LLN teachers’ professional worlds. The study has revealed the existence of a range of 
discursive formations spanning all facets of society from macro–governmental and 
industry levels through to the micro-level where VET teachers and learners operate. As 
part of LLN–VET reform, these discourses have been both written and spoken, taking the 
form of government policy, industry-based statements, Adult and Community Education 
(ACE) ideologies, and oral comments from learners and vocational teachers. 
Understanding how these discourses have circulated within these relations of power and 
their effects on teacher identity have been the cornerstones of this study.   
Narrative inquiry was an effective methodological tool to both collect and analyse another 
form of discourse—the stories of 23 LLN specialists known collectively as the voice of 
practice. This analysis has illuminated the extent to which these participants’ oral 
discourses have reflected and become entwined in other discourses emanating from 
governmental, industry and institutional sources. Further, the analysis has revealed that, 
in feeling the effects of these wider discourses, LLN teachers have often found themselves 
‘at the intersection of conflicting interests’ (Warvick, 2013, p. 123). The effects of these 
competing discourses have been a factor in the shaping of teachers’ subjectivities, which, 
in turn, have influenced their professional practices and roles as employees within VET.  
The shaping of LLN teacher’s subjectivities within the relations of power has taken place 
through systems of governmentality (Foucault, 1991a). Chapter 5 showed how the 
mechanism of biopower brought to bear certain strategies and tactics from key 
stakeholders such as state and federal governments and industry groups to disseminate 
the notion of an ‘LLN crisis’ into Australian society. Reforms in both VET and LLN led 
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to the creation and implementation of new policies. Dovetailing with the policies were a 
range of processes aiming to guide and shape the ‘conduct of individuals [LLN teachers] 
or of groups [VET institutions]’ (Foucault, 1982, p.35). Using disciplinary power to 
analyse this brought to light a range of surveillants who observed, judged and examined 
teacher’s and institute’s processes. Within this system of governmentality, the teachers 
understood that they were being coerced into levels of compliance as part of their roles.  
However, governmentality also invites individuals to act freely and exercise agency 
(Fejes & Nicoll, 2008; Edwards, 2008) in order to negotiate policy and the other 
discourses of reform. Using pastoral power as the form of analysis, Chapter 6 showed 
that, whilst the teachers were being complicit in their roles directed by state imposed 
policies, at the same time they were exhibiting acts of resistance that were more aligned 
to their ideological viewpoints and learner needs.  
However, in order to truly understand how teachers’ identities have been affected by 
reform, it is necessary to delve deeper. According to Ball (1997), reform does not simply 
change what people do; it also changes who they are. The possibilities for who they may 
become are also changed as part of the process. The combined use of Foucault’s tools of 
discourse, relations of power and subjectivity have provided a solid foundation to make 
sense of this study’s main research concern, namely, ‘how has the climate of reform 
affected LLN teachers’ professional identities in Victorian VET?’  
This chapter encapsulates all that has been learned from this study and puts forward an 
argument that that LLN teachers have multiple identities which inform the choices they 
make regarding the teaching practices that they employ as professionals in Victorian VET 
settings. Using the study’s associated questions (see Chapter 1) as a guide, the study has 
highlighted the effects that the discourses within the reform have had on LLN teachers’ 
professional identities. Understanding the effects of these discourses as pivotal to identity 
creation, the discussion commences by summarising the range of LLN–VET discourses 
that have surfaced through reform. This is done by situating teachers within the analogous 
weather system that has been used throughout the study as a visual narrative to display 
how relations of power have operated at all levels of society to create discursive 
formations.  
Differentiating between role and identity (the former as being assigned by policy and the 
latter as being self-chosen by the teachers), the following section analyses the relationship 
between discourses and changes to teaching practices. Chapter 1 introduced the 
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importance of teacher voice to this study. Although this voice has already been 
encapsulated within the narrative discourse, this chapter goes further, discussing the 
extent to which this voice has exercised power within policy and practice. Revealing the 
existence of a gap between the discourse of policy and the voice of practice, the chapter 
concludes by considering whether this gap can be reconciled.  
The pinnacle in terms of the application of Foucault’s poststructural theory, this chapter 
draws together the discussion contained in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 to show how LLN teacher 
identity has been formed at the point where policy discourse and the voice of practice 
intersect. Holstein and Gumbrium (2001) reflected on Lyotard’s understanding that the 
self is located at crossroads of various discourses. Initiated by various stakeholders, these 
discourses are often competing (Warvick, 2013). This study has shown that policy 
discourse (represented by government, industry and employment bodies) and practice 
discourse (represented by LLN teachers, VET teachers, learners and ACE) have 
converged to create a specific identity in the teachers.  
7.1 The Final Weather Report 
The analogy of a weather system has been threaded throughout this thesis as a way to 
visualise how relations of power interact across all levels of society, creating discourse 
systems. As shown in previous chapters, each discourse has been affected by other 
discourses to create what are known as discursive formations via relations of power. 
Introducing these formations, Chapter 4 argued that there were three layers of discourse 
affecting the work practices of LLN teachers—macro, meso and micro—and that these 
operated in a capillary-like manner. As explained in Chapter 3, this choice of 
methodology was not to be confused with science; no scientific explanation of human 
behaviour has been attempted. Rather, the point was to illustrate the analogous ways that 
LLN teachers have engaged with discourses of reform. Making use of various weather 
concepts was a useful way to visualise how discourse is disseminated across layers of 
society and taken up by individual LLN teachers.   
Using Foucault’s poststructural tools of relations of power highlighted that teachers have 
been active participants within this discourse system. While the visual narrative itself does 
not answer the questions posed around teacher identity, it does show how certain 
discourses have influenced other discourses, resulting in policy reform and changes to 
professional practices occurring at an institutional level. This, then, provides a platform 
for understanding how discursive formations have shaped teachers’ professional 
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identities at the micro-layer. Hence, prior to answering questions around professional 
identity, it is important to bring the sections of the weather narrative displayed in Chapters 
5 and 6 together into a single visual representation. Figure 5 shows the connections 
between discourses as they have been created within the relations of power across all 
layers of society. It provides a visual representation of the relationship between the layers 
of discourse—macro, meso and micro (discussed in Chapter 4)—and the systems of 
power—biopower, disciplinary power and pastoral power (Chapters 5 and 6)—and how 
they have interacted to create discursive formations. The following section provides a 
summary of the discursive formations in existence. 
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Figure 5. The final weather report.  
Biopower proved to be effective in generating power–knowledge (atmospheric pressure) 
regarding ‘the LLN crises through a range of government and industry sources, leading 
to policy reform at both federal and state government levels. A changed climate (policy 
change) arrived, resulting in new reform discourses that included reduced funding, 
increased compliance and restrictive curricula.  
Climate change created new weather patterns (VET institutional directives), which, for 
LLN teachers, were realised in changes to their roles and practices as they were 
increasingly expected to implement new directives as a result of policy reform. The tool 
of disciplinary power illuminated that, due to formations occurring at the macro-level 
(society), teachers at the meso-layer (institute) were compelled to implement different 
teaching practices. These practices included implementing a changed curriculum focusing 
on employability outcomes, an increased support role for vocational teachers, changed 
professional discussions, increased compliance paperwork, reduced class time and larger 
class sizes. Viewed through a disciplinary power lens, these discursive formations 
reinforce teachers’ perceptions of a decline in autonomy, uncertainty and sense of feeling 
less professional.   
However, at an institute level, these discursive formations have also created other weather 
realities, which have activated certain behaviours and actions in teachers as they have 
negotiated the written and spoken discourses circulating in society and their workplaces. 
Pastoral power provided the appropriate lens to understand this at a personal (micro-layer) 
level, for it showed how teachers have internalised these discourses and why they have 
acted in certain ways. It transpired that teachers have renegotiated the policy discourses 
in compliance, funding and curriculum change, and the verbal discourses existing within 
their VET institutes, to initiate new practices that align more comfortably with their ACE 
and personal ideologies.  
Figure 5 shows the dissemination of most discourse formations at the macro–and meso 
layers as being directed in a downward direction, with policy reforms bringing about 
changes to institute directives resulting in significant changes to teachers’ roles and 
practices. However, this study also argues the existence at the micro-layer of a separate 
power force pushing back against policy reform and institute directives. What this 
suggests is that teachers are using agency to engage with macro- and meso-layer 
discourses and renegotiating their teaching practices. Although there are a range of factors 
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in play, this action has been largely based on the relationship that exists between teachers 
and learners.  
Seeing the discourses and relations of power has allowed me, as the researcher, to position 
teachers within the visual narrative. Each discourse, whether at the macro- or micro-level, 
has affected the identity formation of the teachers to some degree. Looking at how reform, 
policy renewal, roles, teacher voice and practices have played out within relations of 
power has provided the keys to unlocking teachers’ professional identities. On the one 
hand, we see the discourse of policy driving down to teachers, directing their practices; 
on the other hand, we see clear evidence of teachers’ agentic behaviours, as revealed in 
the voice of practice. This study argues that teachers’ professional identities are shaped 
at the crossroad of the intersection between the discourse of policy and the voice of 
practice.  
A wide range of discursive formations have converged to create the discourse known as 
the ‘voice of practice’. The poststructural tools of relations of power and subjectivity have 
been used to show the effects of various discourses on LLN teachers’ identities as 
professionals in the Victorian VET system. Wenger (1998) has argued that identity 
emerges within a social learning process based on the interplay between local (institute 
specific discourse) and global (policy) discourses. In terms of teacher identity, 
Vahasantanen (2013) viewed it as a constellation of teachers’ perceptions relating to how 
they viewed themselves as teachers, or, simply as teachers’ sense of self. Billett (2006) 
described teacher identity as a matter of the making ‘sense of [the] world, as in their gaze 
or through the discourses to which they have access’ (p. 3). Acknowledging the dynamic 
nature of identity (Coldron & Smith, 1999; Beijaard et al., 2004) means asking ‘who am 
I, as an LLN teacher, at this moment, within the VET system in relation to reform?’ 
7.2 At the Intersection of Policy and Practice: The Forming of Identity 
Seeking to understand LLN teachers’ realities, this section is situated at the intersection 
of policy and practice. It examines the core of social meanings, social organisations and 
social realities as they relate to teachers’ identities (Weedon, 1987; Varghese, Morgan, 
Johnston & Johnston, 2005). Many of the discursive formations articulated by the 
teachers involved in this study were traced back to wider societal discourses that had 
resulted in changes to LLN policy and institutional practices. However, not all of the 
power relations came from above. The tool of pastoral power showed that a range of 
teaching practices were the result of relationships between teachers and learners. 
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Comparing the language formations of practice with the discourse of policy demonstrates 
that, while in some instances, policy constrains and contradicts practice, it also facilitates 
the renegotiation of practice, thereby enabling practice.  
Through exposure to a range of current and historical discourses (Chappell, 1999), 
Foucault contended that individuals such as LLN teachers were simultaneously formed 
as both objects and subjects. According to Foucault, discourses constitute how the world 
is known (Rowan & Shore, 2009), ‘systematically [forming] the objects of which they 
speak’ (Foucault, 2010a, p. 49). However, ‘discourses are not about objects; they do not 
identify objects, they constitute them’ (Foucault, 2010a, p. 49). As introduced in Chapter 
5, the first mode of objectification, known as ‘dividing practices’ (Foucault, 1982a), 
highlighted the existence of divisions, such as VET–LLN teacher and compliant–
noncompliant, as a means of dividing LLN teachers from other teachers within the VET 
system. The second mode, ‘scientific classification’ (Foucault, 1982a), focused on the 
ways that the teachers are measured or classified in terms of policy and audit outcomes. 
The third mode of objectification is where individuals turn themselves into subjects 
(Madigan, 1992, Foucault, 1982a). This process differs from the first two modes in which 
individuals take on passive and constrained positions (Foucault, 1980a).  
Foucault would argue that analysis of identity necessarily involves awareness of the forms 
of resistance generated from discourses. Foucault (1998) explained that ‘where there is 
power, there is resistance ... this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation 
to power’ (p. 95). Viewing relations of power as an ‘antagonism of strategies’ can help in 
understanding teacher identity (Foucault, 1982a). An ‘antagonism’ does not imply that 
teachers are necessarily attacking ‘institutions of power, or groups’; rather, it is ‘a 
technique, a form of power ... This form of power applies itself to immediate everyday 
life which categorises the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches his to 
his own identity’ (Foucault, 1982a, p. 781). Accordingly, exercising resistance does not 
imply that teachers are always actively working against policy or institutional directives, 
for, as Butin (2001) argues, resistance can take many other forms.  
This study shows that identity formation has occurred as a result of both oppressive and 
productive means (Foucault, 1976). While policy changes have taken autonomy away 
from teachers, teachers have been able to productively renegotiate other teaching 
practices. Foucault would suggest that this has occurred through relations of power in 
which teachers have exercised freedom as subjects. Foucault saw power and freedom as 
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mutually constitutive, with freedom including the ability to navigate power relations in 
an attempt to minimise constraints and maximise capacities (D. Taylor, 2011). He would 
observe that teachers have been presented with fields of possibilities in which several 
ways of acting have been realised (Foucault, 1982a). Using teacher voice as the platform 
of discussion, this chapter will show how this voice has been both restrained and enabled 
within policy and practice to create and stifle certain actions.   
As previously discussed, poststructural theory does not view identity as a singular entity. 
Rather, it views identity in more complex terms, as multiple, fluid and dynamic 
(Kouhpaeenejad & Gholaminejad, 2014; Block, 2007). This chapter argues the existence 
of multiple (Clegg & Hardy, 1996) LLN teacher identities resulting from exposure to both 
historical and contemporary discourses. In line with the dynamic nature of identity 
formation, this study has shown that, while teachers’ professional identities have shifted 
in light of contemporary policy, they have also retained ‘histories of participation that 
shape how the self-acts’ (Birr Moje & Luke, 2009, p. 148), and that these have determined 
the extent to which certain identities within VET have been adopted or resisted. As 
highlighted by the voice of practice, teachers continue to be influenced by the LLN 
discourses contained within historical government policy and written statements from the 
ACE and industry sector, along with other contemporary discourses.  
To understand identity, it has been important to delve deeper than simply understanding 
teachers’ roles. Largely this is because, although an interrelationship exists, the 
definitions of role and identity are different. This study builds upon O’Connor’s (2008) 
research, which described role as being linked with socially and culturally predetermined 
expectations and identity as a reflexive and emotional negotiation of one’s professional 
self. Nevertheless, understanding what teachers see as their roles is important as a basis 
to determining identity. This study has shown that, in certain instances, teachers have 
identified with certain policies and institutional directives as a way of describing the 
predetermined policy expectations of what they do in VET; this is referred to within this 
study as assuming assigned roles. Conversely, this study has brought to light a range of 
identities, influenced by teachers’ sense of social responsibility and ACE ideologies, that 
are associated with who teachers have chosen to be (Vahasantanen, 2013). In other words, 
this study has distinguished between assigned roles, which reflect what teachers identify 
to, and chosen identities, which reflect what teachers identify with as professionals 
working within VET.  
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An interesting observation arising from this study has been the participants’ own lack of 
differentiation between role and identity. When responding to the question ‘how do you 
define your current role and identity as an adult literacy–numeracy teacher in your 
workplace?’ most participants did not distinguish between role and identity. As a way to 
explain the differences, I analysed the participants’ take up of the language1 of policy as 
a determinant of what is defined as role (assigned) or identity (chosen). My analysis was 
concerned with whether participants had subscribed (given assent to the discourse), 
ascribed (acknowledged the discourse) or understood the discourses as prescribed (they 
have been authorised to take up the discourse). Adopting this approach assisted me, as the 
researcher, to determine the extent to which the practices of teachers had become based 
on societal–governmental–institutional expectations or an emotional self-negotiation of 
the discourses.  
Through exposure to a range of competing, complementary and contradictory discourses, 
teachers have been able to ‘construct certain possibilities for thought’ (Ball, 1990, p. 18) 
emanating from both policy and practice. These discourses have ordered and combined 
language in particular ways, in some cases, excluding or displacing other combinations 
(Ball, 1990, p. 18). Professional identities have emerged from this exposure: ‘We do not 
speak the discourse. The discourse speaks us’ (Ball, 1990 p. 18). What identities and roles 
have emerged as a result of these discourses? To what language within policy have 
teachers subscribed; ascribed; or had prescribed to them? Drawing back to Wenger 
(1998), what is teachers’ sense of becoming within VET and LLN policy reform?  
7.2.1 Assigned roles 
Participants’ narratives revealed the existence of multiple roles that LLN teachers 
undertake as professionals within the VET system, each of which had been assigned 
through policy. In examining participants’ language repertoires, three main roles 
emerged: these are described below. Without exception, each participant was vocal in 
articulating that compliance-related teaching practices had become the core of their daily 
roles as teachers; this role is referred to as ‘compliance operator’. The second role, 
referred to as ‘VET teacher’, emerged as a result of participants’ language that highlighted 
the ways in which reform had generated closer connections between LLN teachers and 
                                                                
1 Language is the basic component of poststructural theory. 
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the wider VET workforce. The third role was ‘foundation skills practitioner’. While it was 
evident that participants had ascribed to the policy language that connected them to the 
first two roles, this was not the case with the foundation skills role. In spite of the 
prominence of the discourse of foundation existing in numerous government policies, 
participants did not personally ascribe to this discourse. Indeed, they did not even 
acknowledge its existence. I have chosen to include it as a discussion point to highlight 
that, while the discourse of foundation skills has assumed critical importance within 
society, and while foundation skills practitioner is an assigned role within government 
policy, the language of foundation skills has not entered into teachers’ discourse at all.  
7.2.1.1 Compliance operator 
When asked to articulate changes to job roles, the most common language repertoire 
expressed by participants was that of ‘compliance’. Their narratives showed that 
contemporary VET policy had brought about significant change to teachers’ professional 
practices, including increased administrative tasks in assessments, record keeping, data 
entry, auditing and LLN testing. As a result, many participants felt more like compliance 
operators rather than teachers. The assigned compliance operator role was variously 
described by participants as ‘ridiculous’, ‘a big distraction from teaching’ and ‘time 
consuming’. In addition, some participants felt that it had made them more accountable 
to the ‘state’.2 According to Vahasantanen (2013), this change has not been unique to the 
Australian VET system: 
One clear global trend has been the movement towards neoliberal economic 
policies... and accountability … Under this kind of circumstances, the work of 
teachers is increasingly monitored and controlled through external evaluations 
and regulations. (pp. 19–20) 
This increased accountability affected teachers’ sense of independence and autonomy as 
professionals. For Vahasantanen (2013), this accountability trend ‘runs counter to the 
traditional high level of independence that teachers have been traditionally given in 
deciding contents and conditions of their work and pedagogy and their development 
without external control’ (p. 20). LLN teachers complained of feeling constrained in their 
                                                                
2 The ‘state’ was introduced in Chapter 5. It refers to the codification of relations of power that exist at all 
levels across society in already established institutions (O’Farrell, 2007) such as government and VET 
institutes.  
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abilities to cater to individual learner needs due to external control measures and limited 
curricula as well as the perpetual gaze of auditors (represented by government), 
employment agencies and institute management. Ball (2003) noted that ‘the art of 
teaching and the subjectivity of the teacher are profoundly changed within the new 
management panopticism’ (p. 219). As described within Chapter 5, the reality of 
Foucault’s ‘panopticonic gaze’ meant that teachers now felt managed via compliance 
expectations rather than outcomes based around other types of evidence of students’ 
progress, such as transformative learning and learner feedback (see Chapter 6).  
An analysis of the take up of specific language sitting within VET paradigms revealed 
different discourses operating between policy and the voice of practice. Through the 
consistent use of terms such as ‘competency’, ‘audits’, and ‘outcomes’, participants’ 
language repertoires clearly showed that they were ascribing to policy discourse. 
However, it was also clear that teachers were not subscribing to this discourse. In using 
these terms, the discursive intent of teachers’ language was usually flavoured with 
negative connotations that reinforced compliance rather than quality, which was the intent 
of the policy language. This is an example where policy discourse and practice discourse 
contradict each other. Government policy has presented this language positively. It tends 
to framed in terms of quality assurance—‘strengthening the quality of VET’ (VRQA, 
2016) and improving ‘the quality of outcomes’ (ASQA, 2015). However, for the teachers 
in this study, this discourse presented a completely different system of meaning; to them 
it represented compliance.   
Also evident in the data was the fact that participants saw the assigned role of compliance 
operator as ‘challenging’, ‘restrictive’ and ‘not relevant to the learner’, as it restrained 
their ability to carry out what they saw as their core teaching functions. However, 
Foucault (1978) would argue that the restraint caused by changed roles can enable other 
actions and behaviours, seen as forms of resistance, to emerge. Chapter 5 highlighted that 
teachers saw themselves as lacking in autonomy and having limited choice in carrying 
out the compliance practices imposed by policy. This could imply that their form of 
resistance was to ‘stand still’ (Butin, 2001, p. 168) and acquiesce with the new policy 
discourse of compliance; however, Chapter 6 revealed a level of activism that showed 
other forms of resistance at work. Without neglecting their compliance duties, teachers 
found ways to push-back and work around the state-dominated system. While the role of 
compliance operator reflected teachers’ passive and constrained positioning, it 
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simultaneously allowed for the formation of active subjects (Foucault, 1980a) who 
renegotiated practices in line with their core ideologies (Foley, 2011b).  
7.2.1.2 VET teacher 
LLN teachers are positioned as an integral part of the VET system in contemporary policy 
discourse. Particular emphasis is placed on utilising their expertise to lift the LLN skills 
of Australian adults (SCOTESE, 2012). Given that LLN skills are viewed by 
policymakers as ‘foundation skills’ for producing employment outcomes, literacy and 
numeracy courses are no longer seen as separate to VET. Contemporary policy mandating 
the pre-testing of literacy and numeracy skills for all VET students and changes to 
delivery methods that have seen LLN become embedded within VET programs have 
raised the profile of LLN at an institute level. In examining participants’ language around 
their roles as ‘VET teachers’, it became clear that this designation could be described as 
either an assigned role or chosen identity. However, while some participants indicated 
that they subscribed (gave assent) to the VET teacher discourse, the majority only 
ascribed (acknowledged it but not necessarily assented) to it.  
Participants’ narratives revealed mixed feelings about the subsuming of LLN teachers 
into the wider VET teaching workforce. While some teachers articulated benefits from 
the increased profile they had gained within their VET institutions, such as greater 
recognition of their LLN expertise by VET colleagues, others felt that being subsumed 
into VET had significantly altered their teaching roles, reducing them to mere support 
teachers (see below). Although most teachers appreciated being able to collaborate with 
VET staff, there was a level of confusion around their status as VET teachers. To one 
teacher this meant that ‘there’s not enough clarity about who we are, where we belong, 
who gets to teach adult literacy’.  
7.2.1.3 Foundation skills practitioner 
The discourse of foundation has become prominent within policy at both Federal and 
State Government levels as a way to collectively describe LLN and employability skills. 
This is due, in large part, to the National Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults released 
in 2012 that sought to transform LLN teachers into foundation skills practitioners within 
VET (SCOTESE, 2012). All of the teachers who participated in this study were teaching 
programs that formed part of the Foundation Programs cluster’ defined by Victorian 
Government policy (Victorian Skills Commission, 2009). However, in spite of the 
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foundation discourse’s strong presence, not one of the participants referred to themselves 
as Foundation Skills Teachers or Foundation Skills Practitioners; nor did they refer to 
foundation skills in describing how they understood literacy and numeracy. Despite being 
the role prescribed for them by policy, participants neither subscribed nor ascribed to the 
discourse of foundation.  
Why has practice ignored policy? It was not that participants were unaware of the 
existence of the National Strategy, as this policy was cited in a range of responses. Rather, 
it seems that although the role of foundation skills practitioner had been clearly assigned 
by policy, this discourse had not penetrated into teachers’ ways of thinking about 
themselves. Chapter 5 highlighted data showing participants’ views on the subsuming of 
LLN, as a ‘unique’ profession, into the wider VET teaching workforce, yet participants 
did not articulate similar views about the foundation skills workforce. Likewise, although 
LLN teachers saw their specialist skills as ‘unique’ and ‘appreciated’, they did not 
identify these as foundation skills. Further, as Chapter 4 highlighted, when asked to 
describe what adult literacy and numeracy meant to them, participants did not use the 
term foundation skills. It follows that if teachers did not see LLN in terms of foundation 
skills, they are unlikely to have described themselves this way.  
The lack of recognition of the foundation discourse in participants’ statements can be seen 
as a form of resistance to policy. While there did not appear to be any obvious reluctance 
to adopt this discourse or acknowledge the role of foundation skills teacher, the fact that 
nothing was said about it strongly indicates a form of resistance—a form of ‘saying no’ 
(Butin, 2001) to the policy discourse. As an act of resistance, it is an example of practice 
ignoring policy. Although not answerable within the confines of this study, it would be 
interesting to determine whether the longevity of LLN practice was a determining factor. 
The majority of participants had been involved in LLN for many years before the 
foundation discourse gained prominence; as such, they may have been wedded to 
historical policy discourses when articulating their roles or identities.  
Although the roles that come with being an LLN teacher are many and varied, this section 
has identified three main roles—compliance operator, VET teacher and foundation skills 
practitioner. Each of these assigned roles reflect commonly held expectations within 
society, government and VET institutions that have been shown to have affected the 
teaching practices of teachers. 
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7.2.2 Chosen identities 
The previous section described the existence of assigned roles, as identified by 
participants’ take up of the discourses within policy and institute directives. This section 
examines how teachers make active choices to assume certain identities; that is, who they 
choose to be as professionals in VET. Unlike the roles outlined in the previous section, 
these identities were not chosen because of commonly held expectations in society. 
Rather, they were based on teachers’ core inner beliefs, sense of social justice and 
affiliation to ACE ideologies (O’Connor, 2008).   
Notwithstanding the fact that chosen identities can be formed through subscribing to 
language within policy, this study demonstrates the emergence of identities based on 
language that sits outside of contemporary VET–LLN policy. This section discusses how 
teachers have subscribed to the discourse of LLN as deficit and how they see themselves 
as teachers of LLN skills deficits, yet their chosen identities of support and LLN enabler 
have occurred in spite of policy. Whether due to opportunism, social impulse or 
affiliations to historical discourses, teachers have found spaces for resistance by stepping 
around current policies to adapt their identities within the world of VET.  
7.2.2.1 LLN deficits teacher 
This study highlighted the shift in LLN policy discourse that saw literacy and numeracy 
transformed into functional, employment-oriented skills, increasingly positioned in terms 
of human capital needs. Chapter 5 demonstrated that industry, a major stakeholder in LLN 
in recent times, had become influential in the changed human capital discourse sitting 
within government policy. Although historically, LLN ‘in Australia has not always been 
industry dominated’ (Black & Yasukawa, 2014, p. 214), the current reality is that LLN 
‘in mainstream educational contexts, is positioned as a service role for industry’ (p. 225). 
Alongside the human capital discourse, the exposure to international survey data resulted 
in a resurgence of the deficit discourse, leading to policy that primarily caters for the 
deficit human capital model approach.   
When participants were asked to describe what LLN was, most subscribed to the policy 
discourse of deficit, using language such as ‘weak skills’, or ‘lacking skills‘to describe 
‘adults who [had] missed out on developing literacy skills’. This study contends that there 
are three reasons why teachers have subscribed to this discourse. First, many participants 
had worked in the LLN field for many years across multiple policy reform windows, as 
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described in Chapter 2. Those who worked in the field prior to 1997 were accustomed to 
policy that reinforced LLN as deficit; this strongly indicates a continued affinity with 
historic discourses (Chappell, 1999; Birr Moje & Luke, 2009) as part of LLN teacher 
identity. Second, participants’ exposure to the results of numerous international surveys 
had undoubtedly affected their thinking, persuading them that adult LLN skills were in 
decline in Australia. It is probable that they had also become enculturated into the deficit 
discourse—‘the discourse speaks us’ (Ball, 1990, p. 18). Third, it has been shown that 
knowledge and understanding of LLN has widened within institutions as a consequence 
of the requirement to test all VET students’ LLN skills prior to enrolment. Within this 
context, LLN as deficit has become a common reference point of understanding between 
LLN and vocational teachers and managers in VET institutions. It has also been noted 
that LLN teachers enjoy their increased profile within VET institutions, and that they 
value the relationships they have with learners. It follows, then, that subscribing to the 
discourse of deficit validates LLN teachers’ roles within VET, providing them with a 
gateway to access learners, particularly those working in embedded LLN programs.  
7.2.2.2 Support to the vocational teacher 
The prominence of the language of support in LLN teachers’ narratives was highlighted 
in Chapter 4. Chapter 6 employed Foucault’s theory of pastoral power to understand how 
relations of power and discourse have contributed to seeing ‘support’ as an important part 
of teacher identity. Participants referred to two types of support—support to learners and 
support to vocational teachers. Although, arguably, supporting learners is an identity that 
is affixed to all teachers, as it is a core component of the professional roles they undertake, 
for vocational teachers, the chosen identity of ‘support’ is a relatively new identity. 
Participants spoke about providing ‘support to’ learners, about their ‘attachment to’ 
learners, and about playing ‘second fiddle’ and being the ‘side-kick’ to other vocational 
teachers.  
With the exception of the National Strategy, which describes LLN teachers as possessing 
specialist skills and knowledge, the discourse of LLN professionalism has not been 
explicit in other VET–LLN policies. Due to heightened governmental expectations 
around VET teachers’ responsibilities in collecting and analysing LLN data, conclusions 
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can be made that this identity has emerged in spite of policy. Assuming that the PIAAC3 
data (which showed Australia to have low levels of LLN skills compared to other 
countries) discussed in Chapter is accurate, of the wider cross section of society, then it 
follows that LLN skills deficit is a problem that cannot be ignored. VET policy mandates 
that an extensive pre-training review of learners is required to ensure that LLN support is 
available as part of VET training (ASQA, 2015). By default, this practice has allowed for 
the emergence of the ‘unique’ expertise of LLN teachers, in particular among those who 
work alongside vocational teachers delivering embedded LLN support programs. These 
realities, combined with the prominence of the foundation skills discourse, have placed 
adult literacy and numeracy at the forefront of VET discussions in unprecedented ways. 
By supporting VET teachers to understand this new LLN paradigm within the deficit 
construct, LLN teachers are assuming an identity of support.   
An interesting finding emerging from the study has been teachers’ perceptions of the 
support discourse. Although language such as ‘side-kick’ and ‘second fiddle’ could be 
seen as negative, delving deeper into the core of this discourse revealed that LLN teachers 
actually viewed their support of vocational teachers in a positive light. The reasons why 
are linked to current policy formulations that include an increasingly linear perception of 
LLN as being solely about skills for employment. As will be discussed below, despite 
being subsumed into the VET system, LLN teachers have not relinquished their separate 
identity as LLN teachers; yet, at the same time, they have struggled to articulate their new 
identity within a system that is primarily focused on vocational training. It is possible 
that, by supporting vocational teachers, they were attempting to carve out a unique role 
within VET based on their specialism. 
This suggests that LLN teachers have found a space between policy and practice to use 
their specialised knowledge, thereby forging an identity within VET premised on their 
support for other VET teachers. This is an example of policy renegotiating and enabling 
a new practice. Given LLN teachers concerns about limited access to learners due to 
                                                                
3 PIAAC stands for Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies. This was the title 
given to the 2011–2012 international LLN testing instrument that a range of OECD countries including 
Australia participated in. 
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funding decline (see Chapter 4), it is possible to see this new identity of supporting VET 
teachers as a veiled way to maintain access to learners as well.  
7.2.2.3 LLN enabler 
How does the identity of LLN enabler emerge? Although it has been shown that, to a 
certain extent, the teachers in this study subscribed to the discourse of ‘skills’, as 
evidenced by their descriptions of literacy and numeracy as ‘skills’ and ‘functions’, what 
is also apparent is that they saw LLN as offering more than the linear descriptions 
articulated within policy suggest. The participants did not see themselves as just LLN 
skills teachers; rather, they saw themselves in broader terms as LLN enablers. This was 
shown in the data through the use of terms such as ‘enable’, ‘transform’, ‘build 
confidence’ and promote ‘independence’ to describe the work of LLN teachers. This 
means that, although they subscribed to the discourse of policy, the teachers in this study 
also chose to step outside the confines of policy, and develop an identity based on broader 
understandings of LLN.   
The data also showed that, rather than LLN being a discreet set of skills separate from 
other learning, the participants saw it as being connected to an outcome or a goal. An 
LLN coordinator articulated this by stating that ‘LLN doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It has to 
be connected to a purpose, for example employment, further study, personal 
development’. The participants’ attachment to the multiliteracies discourse introduced in 
Chapter 2 was also apparent. Participants’ descriptions of LLN demonstrated their 
continuing affinity with the discourse of multiliteracies: for example, one participant 
described LLN as a range of ‘written, spoken and critical literacy skills to function in a 
very complex society’; another explained that LLN allowed learners to engage with a ‘full 
range of texts that are needed in modern life’.  
Hamilton’s (2000) articulation of the multiple dimensions of LLN resonates with this 
study. Hamilton described LLN as being connected to the many ways that people use 
language within their lives, evoking positive attitudes, values, feelings and social 
relationships. Chapter 6 showed that teachers shared a similar understanding of LLN in 
which the intent was to bring about transformative learning. Street (2005) defined this 
type of transformation, which evoked a positive change in learners’ attributes and 
attitudes to learning, as a ‘literacy event’. 
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Interestingly, participants’ indicated that it was not just learners who were transformed. 
Teachers also sought to play an active role in the learning process. Indeed, they viewed 
being able to ‘share the journey’ with learners as ‘a huge privilege’ because they found 
learners so ‘very inspiring’. Using pastoral power, Chapter 6 identified the element of 
‘exhaustive and instantaneous transfer’ (Foucault, 2007) as the process by which the 
achievements of learners were simultaneously imputed into the achievements of the 
teachers, or, to put this another way, where the achievements of learners were being 
internalised by teachers to become their achievements as well. It was through such 
processes that teachers actively took part in the transformative learning journey.  
This section has reinforced the poststructural understanding that professional identity is 
multiple and affected by both historical and contemporary discourses. To understand the 
professional identity of LLN teachers, the discussion has examined the extent to which 
participants internalised extant LLN–VET discursive formations. It has been shown that 
participants subscribed to some discourses and ascribed to others, and that other identities 
were formed as a result of resistance to the discourses. This resulted in teachers assuming 
multiple roles and identities, including compliance operator, foundation skills 
practitioner, VET teacher, LLN deficit teacher, support teacher and LLN enabler. This 
multiplicity of roles and identities has not just created an amalgamated identity (Clegg & 
Hardy, 1996) but a hybrid identity (Sandset, 2011; Kouhpaeenejad & Gholaminejad, 
2014), formed as a result of power relationships existing as part of reform. While there 
has simultaneously been an embrace of certain roles and identities and a reluctance to 
assume others, as will become apparent, when combined, all roles and identities have 
elicited certain behaviours and actions within teachers.   
Ball’s (1997) contention, outlined at the beginning of this chapter, that reform does not 
just change what people do (roles), it also changes who they are (identities), has been 
demonstrated through the analysis of participants’ narratives. Ball also contended that 
reform created possibilities for who people could become. To examine these possibilities, 
the concept of ‘teacher voice’ is critical. The following section explores the notion of 
voice as a way to determine how poststructural understandings of resistance and freedom 
have both restrained and enabled teachers’ voices within relations of power. 
7.3 Restricting and Enabling the LLN Teacher Voice 
So far this chapter has addressed questions of ‘what we are’ and ‘who we are’ in terms of 
LLN teachers’ assigned roles and chosen identities. Chapter 2 highlighted the importance 
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of teacher voice (Raymond et al., 1992; Britzman, 2003) and demonstrated the 
complexity of ‘voice’ as a concept (Britzman, 2003; Navarro, 1992). Reinforcing this 
complexity, McLeod (2011) stated: 
Voice is not simply speech; it can mean identity and agency, or even power, and 
perhaps capacity or aspirations; it can be the site of authentic reflection and 
insight or a radical source for counter narratives. Voice can be a code word for 
representing difference, or connote a democratic politics of participation and 
inclusion, or be the expression of an essentialized group identity. (p. 181) 
This study’s application of ‘voice’ has incorporated all of these facets. Participants’ 
voices have illuminated influences of power, acts of agency and connections to multiple 
identities. Using the concept of teacher voice as a platform aids in addressing important 
questions, such as: ‘What actions and behaviours occurred as a result of the discourses 
circulating as part of reform?’ ‘To what extent have LLN specialists been able to exercise 
their voices collectively within policy?’ ‘To what extent have LLN teachers enacted 
practices within VET institutions?’  
Answering these questions depends on understanding the extent of LLN teachers’ 
freedom as professionals in VET. Mendieta (2011) explained that ‘freedom is ... not a 
state of being, but a way of being in relation to ourselves, to others and to our world’ (p. 
112). Foucault (1988a) would see this as not just a matter of being left alone, but also a 
matter of teachers remaking themselves into what they would like to be. D. Taylor (2011) 
claimed that ‘Foucault conceives of freedom as the ability to navigate power relations in 
ways that mediate against and attempt to minimise constraints (such as direction and 
management) while maximising capacities, rather than as the ability to extricate oneself 
from these relations of power’ (p. 180). Accordingly, a Foucauldian perspective sees that 
teachers will have come to understand their identities through acts of freedom and 
resistance. While this study has shown teacher identity to have been constrained through 
disciplinary power and local institute rules (Zemblyas, 2005), it has also been shown to 
have been enabled through pastoral power. Chapter 1 reinforced the importance of 
unlocking teacher voice due to perceptions that it had declined over time (Harris & 
Morrison, 2011). Referring back to the study’s subsidiary questions (see Chapter 1), this 
section seeks to demonstrate where LLN teachers have been able to exercise a voice in 
contemporary reform.  
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7.3.1 Restricted voice in policy  
A consistent theme throughout participants’ narratives was that ACE, a collective voice 
informing contemporary LLN policy, was in decline. Signalling their agreement, Widin, 
Yasukawa and Chodkiewicz (2012) described the ACE voice as a ‘scarce intellectual 
resources in the field’ (p. 11) whose ‘legitimacy in terms of voice and participation, 
intellectual and academic credibility’ (p.11) had decreased within contemporary national 
policy. Vahasantanen’s (2013) interpretation was that ‘the current top-down trend related 
to educational change means that teachers must implement something that is created, 
designated and organised by external agencies without their own active involvement in 
changes design’ (p. 17). These perceptions stand in contrast to the language within the 
National Strategy that positioned LLN teachers as specialists, critical to the policy’s 
successful implementation (SCOTESE, 2012). They also stand in contrast to the policies 
contained within the LLN reform windows between 1987 and 1996, which positioned 
ACE as an active and respected voice within policy. Chapter 2 showed that the ACE voice 
had diminished since that time, giving way to industry as the main power broker in 
government policy development.  
The decline in the ACE voice affected how teachers felt about some of the practices they 
were compelled to implement. Participants described feeling ‘undervalued’, ‘under- 
appreciated’ and ‘disheartened’ due to policy changes. The change towards policy-driven 
teaching practices left some teachers believing they had less authority and autonomy to 
utilise their expertise in LLN. In a broad sense, Ball (2003) explained changes such as 
these as representing a neoliberal shift in policy in which teachers are not ‘encouraged to 
have a rationale for practice’ or to ‘account of themselves in terms of a relationship to the 
meaningfulness of what they do’ (p. 222). Instead, they ‘are required to produce 
measurable and “improving” outputs and performances’, because ‘what is important is 
“what works”’ (p. 222). For the teachers in this study, this included narrowed curricula, 
limited learner access to LLN classes and increased accountability. While the teachers 
saw these changes as measures of their performance (Ball, 2010), Sections 4.1.3 and 4.2.2 
highlighted that the changed practices they were required to implement were contrary to 
their understanding of what works for LLN in VET.  
Participants’ narratives showed that teacher voice was not only being stifled through 
policy-driven teaching practices in the classroom, but other professional practices 
occurring within VET institutions, such as limited access to professional discussions on 
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LLN. Teachers described the content of institute-led discussions as being consumed by 
‘money’, ‘dollars’, ‘numbers’, ‘resulting’ and ‘compliance’; rarely were such discussions 
about ‘student satisfaction’ or ‘teaching styles’. This reality, combined with limited access 
to other types of professional development, as discussed in Chapter 4, increased 
frustration and debate around the declining ACE voice.   
Providing insight into why changes to professional discussions occurred in VET 
institutions, Ball (2003) argued that: 
New roles and subjectivities are produced as teachers are re-worked as 
producers/providers, educational entrepreneurs ... and are subject to regular 
appraisal and review and performance comparisons. We learn to talk about 
ourselves and the relationships, purposes and motivations in these new ways. 
(p. 218) 
Ball (2003) described these changes as the policy technologies of neoliberal education 
reform. Further in relation to LLN teachers’ exposure regarding changes to policy-driven 
professional discussions, Seddon (1997) would see this in terms of teachers being 
‘deprofessionalised’ and ‘reprofessionalised’ as neoliberal professionals. 
So far within this discussion, policy changes have been cited as the major reason for the 
decline in teacher voice. However, the data also showed that, to some extent, the decline 
had been self-manifesting. The data reinforced Harris and Morrisons’ (2011) contention 
of a decline in practitioner research. Moreover, in spite of participants’ claims that they 
needed to have a voice, the findings showed that most LLN teachers were not assertive 
in either advocating their good work practices or vocalising their concerns with 
government policy. Vocalising this perception, one participant stated, ‘we are not good at 
advocating our own cause’, ‘we are not there pushing the barrow’.  
Participants who had worked in the LLN field for some time described this lack of 
advocacy as another type of changed behaviour. By contrast, the 1990s were described as 
a politically active era in which growth was experienced within the wider education 
sector. It is interesting to consider what changed. For the most part, changes already 
discussed, such as reduced funding, increased surveillance and an industry-dominated 
curricula were responsible for the decline in teacher voice. Other factors, such as the 
tenuous nature of employment due to increased casualisation and decreased funding, 
almost certainly contributed to teachers losing their voice as well, for without job security 
teachers felt like they were ‘standing on a shaky floor’, ‘in a washing machine’ and ‘under 
siege’.   
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Teachers’ lack of overt vocal activity in the political realm was not necessarily replicated 
in their classrooms and other teaching spaces. Continuing the discussion on teacher voice, 
the next section highlights that, although participants felt stifled as active contributors to 
contemporary policy, the same could not be said for practice.  
7.3.2 Vocal in practice 
If the discussion on teacher voice was limited to its relationship to contemporary policy, 
institute-led discussions and research, then conclusions could be made that there had been 
a decline. This conclusion would result in an identity of repression being added to the 
multiple identities of LLN teachers. However, following May (2011), I am encouraged to 
delve deeper. My examination of identity should not be limited to how LLN teachers have 
come to be who they are as a consequence of reform, it should also consider what they 
have done about it. Repressed and locked out as a voice within policy and institute 
discussions, what have the teachers done about this to affect LLN practice?  
The notion of resistance is fundamental to understanding how teachers have interacted 
within relations of power. Oksala (2011) explained that relations of power always 
incorporate points of recalcitrance along with resistance. What this means is that, 
although teachers cannot step outside the power networks that circumscribe their 
experiences of a decline in voice, they do have the possibility for thinking and acting 
otherwise within these networks. Foucault (1991a) explained that this occurs because 
relations of power create both negative and productive effects: 
We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative 
terms: it ‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it 
‘conceals’. In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of 
objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be 
gained of him belong to this production. (p. 194)  
While policy discourse has been dominated by increased compliance, industry driven 
curricula and reduced funding, these contemporary realities have produced ‘a point of 
resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy’ (Foucault, 1981, p.101) in 
participants’ minds that corresponds with their personal and ACE ideologies. Foucault 
(1988a) saw this strategy as opening up ‘a space of possible transformation’ (p. 36) where 
individuals, such as teachers, could exercise the freedom to renegotiate through processes 
of caring for oneself, self-governing and by relating to oneself through others (Mendieta, 
2011), such as LLN learners.   
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This freedom to renegotiate had the potential to affect institutional practices where 
‘certain actions may structure the field of other possible actions’ (Foucault, 1982a, p. 
791). This means that, although teachers felt compelled to take up certain policy-driven 
practices, doing so opened-up spaces of transformation for renegotiation and the creation 
of other practices. This study has shown that the teachers have not ignored the prescribed 
practices that sit within contemporary policy. Instead, they have used agency to find a 
way to work within the constraints of these practices. Through the use of agency, teachers 
have worked out a way to balance both their professional and moral obligations (Little & 
Bartlett, 2002) to create transformative learning opportunities for learners that sit outside 
the confines of policy and institutional directives.   
The visual narrative of the weather system highlighted the push-down effect of LLN–
VET discourses that compelled teachers to implement new practices that they were not 
necessarily comfortable with, activating sparks of resistance that have opened-up spaces 
of possible transformation in teachers. Teachers’ broader understanding of LLN 
comparative to contemporary policy, combined with their belief that LLN learners are 
‘being discriminated against’ and ‘deserve better’, have enabled them to renegotiate 
policy and implement practices that sit outside the realms of their assigned roles.  
7.3.3 The ‘other practices’ 
This section contends that, as an opposing strategy within relations of power, teachers 
have produced a different kind of reality that sits more comfortably with their ACE and 
personal ideologies and allows them to continue to meet the needs of LLN learners. 
Alongside implementing prescribed curricula, which reinforces the dominant discourse 
of foundation skills for work readiness, teachers have also initiated a range of additional 
practices that accommodate their understandings of the broader aspects of LLN. 
Described by this study as ‘other practices’, it includes the other aspects of LLN such as 
learner attributes and catering for individual needs, that are being delivered 
simultaneously with the prescribed curricula.  
According to Widin, Yasukawa and Chodkiewicz (2012), the execution of these practices 
amounts to a type of activism. This activism is the result of LLN teachers’ recognition of, 
and desire to accommodate for, the various other social needs that LLN learners have 
apart from job readiness. Foucault would understand this in terms of teachers realising 
‘the agonism between power relations and the intransitivity of freedom’ (1982a, p. 792). 
Although often used in scientific domains, ‘agonism’ refers to a change that is potentially 
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productive (Cambridge English Dictionary, 2016). In line with Foucauldian thinking, the 
LLN teachers, as agonists, have been enabled to channel relations of power in a positive 
way. 
To understand the relationship between agonism and freedom, Foucault (1982a) proposed 
five stages of analysis: systems of differentiation, types of objectives, means of bringing 
power relations into being, forms of institutionalisation and degrees of rationalisation. 
Exploring the systems of differentiations that permitted teachers to act upon the actions 
of others, such as policymakers, helps to explain the emergence of this activism. Teachers 
saw this differentiation in terms of contemporary policies being increasingly focused on 
foundation skills for work readiness based on human capital outcomes, which was a 
different focus to the social capital aspects of LLN. Teachers, as discussed above, 
perceived LLN within a multiliteracies construct that encompassed the holistic 
development of skills and attributes catering to individual needs.   
Regarding the second stage of analysis proposed by Foucault, types of objectives, it seems 
clear that teachers were responding to the emergence of the dominant LLN discourse of 
foundation skills for employment, which they saw as ignoring the other conceptions of 
literacies. As reflected in policy, government objectives had become highly receptive to 
global trends and the voice of industry, resulting in the couching of LLN policy in a 
neoliberalistic frame. By implementing other practices, teachers sought to continue 
incorporating elements of social capital within LLN, thereby providing learners and 
teachers with the opportunity to engage in transformative learning experiences.  
The third stage, bringing power relations into being, is described in detail in Chapter 5. 
Briefly, governmental systems of surveillance and other stakeholder gazes had become a 
regular feature of the compliance monitoring landscape within VET institutions, which 
was further regulated and controlled via declining funding and limitations in course 
design. In spite of working within these repressive systems of surveillance, teachers were 
able to bring power relations into being through their use of agency by making 
professional judgements.   
Black (2010) observed that the balance between compliance requirements and teachers’ 
professional judgements can create tensions: 
Many teachers adopt an approach where they can comply with the prescriptive 
demands of audits, though often in minimal fashion, and at the same time teach 
in a way that fits within their philosophy and practices … In the classroom these 
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teachers are seen to be ‘working the interstices’ (the small spaces) in the official 
curriculum. (p. 6)  
Working within an interstice can give the impression of complying with policy, while, at 
the same time, digressing from the dominant curriculum and engaging learners in what 
teachers see as a critical agenda (Black, 2001). As demonstrated in Chapter 6, for the 
teachers involved in this study, this involved the perception of complying by ‘doing all 
the compliance work first’ and then teaching what they saw as important to learners.  
The next stage in understanding the relationship between agonism and freedom, as 
described by Foucault (1982a), involves determining where and how forms of 
institutionalisation are occurring. For this study, this means asking ‘how and where are 
the ‘other practices’ being implemented?’ The diversity of LLN learning spaces has been 
well documented, highlighting that often LLN teachers are working in vocational areas 
alongside vocational teachers to support the LLN needs of learners. Within this context, 
it is important to explore the notion of institutionalisation laterally, by considering who 
the LLN teachers regard as the recipients of the ‘other practices’. In addition to learners 
it could be argued that vocational teachers, who are seeking out professional support, are 
also recipients of the ‘other practices’ being implemented by the LLN teachers.  This has 
been enabled through LLN teachers’ chosen identity of ‘support to the vocational 
teachers’.  Arguably this has allowed the LLN teachers to assume a level of expertise and 
support to vocational teachers, which, in turn, has allowed them to realise a level of power.  
The final stage, as defined by Foucault (1982a), was degrees of rationalisation, 
understood here as that which permitted teachers to act. Official discourses rationalised 
LLN reform as fitting in with the goals of economic policy, but participants rationalised 
such outcomes differently; they perceived that treating all learners as commodities within 
a human capital construct did not meet individual needs. Further, they perceived changes 
to funding as reducing learners’ access to learning and limiting their abilities to improve, 
and as creating what one participant referred to as ‘recycled students’. Section 4.4.1 
strongly highlighted the participant’s perceptions that learners deserved better than was 
being provided to them within current policy. 
By examining the relationship between agonism and freedom, this section has traced the 
emergence of ‘other practices’ as a point of resistance to the policies within the LLN–
VET reform. It is also important to consider the ‘costs’ that have been borne due to the 
implementation of the other practices within VET, not in financial terms, but in the sense 
201 
of risks to contemporary policy reform, sacrifices to learner progress and potential 
negative effects on LLN teacher identity.   
In terms of the cost to government policy, arguably the risks would be negligible. This 
study has shown that teachers have opted to go along with compliance, restricted curricula 
and funding constraints, and that through their chosen identities of LLN enabler and 
through giving support to vocational teachers, they provide more than what is required 
within contemporary policy. In this way, they both comply with policy and with what they 
see as learners’ needs.  
In terms of the cost to the learners, a case for and against the implementation of the ‘other 
practices’ can be made. On the one hand, the data has shown continued adherence to the 
job readiness discourse paradigm alongside the other practices, indicating that learners 
are being equipped with the necessary skills as mandated by policy. On the other hand, 
there is the potential for the social capital and learner attributes aspects of LLN to be 
emphasised at the expense of foundation skills for employment. This would see learners 
at risk of not being equipped for employment. It is also worth considering the importance 
that teachers place on learner feedback, especially in terms of the choices they make as 
professionals. The data has shown that teachers place most credence on positive feedback 
in the form of verbal responses and witnessing transformative learning by catering to 
individual needs.   
What is the cost to teachers of implementing ‘other practices’? By opting to include these 
practices, teachers effectively choose to work over and above their allocated workloads; 
a practice which, in time, can take a toll. In addition, ‘completing the compliance stuff 
first and then teaching what the students need’ has the potential to place the government 
quality data at risk, especially if teachers are just ‘ticking boxes’ to appease an auditor. 
This suggests that the teachers are taking risks, as by ‘responding to the learners needs, 
the teachers can risk being de-legitimised within their institutions’ (Widin, Yasukawa & 
Chodkiewicz, 2012, p. 33).  
This chapter has made use of Foucauldian methods to examine participants’ language and 
how the discourse of policy has affected teaching practices, roles and professional 
identities within the Victorian VET system. Foucault’s theoretical tools of discourse, 
power–knowledge and subjectivity were utilised to explore how the relations of power 
affected teachers’ relationships with the state and learners. As a way to begin to 
understand teacher identity, Foucault’s two-pronged perception of subjectivity showed 
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that teachers’ relationship with the state was primarily based on domination from other 
authorities, such as government and industry, and that teachers’ relationship to learners 
was premised on personal and professional ideologies.  
This chapter has endeavoured to answer questions about the identity of LLN teachers 
within VET, such as ‘who am I’ and ‘what do I do’. From a poststructural viewpoint, 
identity is seen as dynamic, multifaceted and formed at the nodal points of discourse, 
which, for this study, are located where the discourses of policy and language of practice 
intersect. This study has shown teachers’ identities to be both hybrid and amalgamated, 
and comprised of multifaceted dimensions that have been assigned though policy (roles) 
and chosen in the course of negotiating policy (identities).  
However, this study has also revealed that LLN teacher identity goes deeper that just who 
teachers are and what they do as professionals in VET; it is also based on what actions 
have they taken to negotiate policy. Based on Foucault’s understanding that relations of 
power are coexistent with resistance, and that resistance is coexistent with freedom, this 
chapter undertook further identity analysis by asking how teachers have used their 
identities to restrict and enable behaviours and actions within VET.  
In Foucault’s (1998) perception, power is not seen as an institution or structure; nor is it 
seen as a strength that people are endowed with. Instead, as has been shown throughout 
this study, power is relational and situated strategically across all facets of society 
(Foucault, 1998). Although, as has been revealed, multiple LLN–VET discourses have 
emanated from above, Foucault would suggest that it is equally important to understand 
what ‘comes from below’ (1998, p. 94). This study has analysed the interrelationship 
between a broad range of discourses, both written and spoken, from many facets of 
society. While all discourses are reflective of other discourses, they were nevertheless 
categorised into two broad areas: the discourse of policy and the voice of practice. As 
stated earlier, although fluid and dynamic, identity formation has occurred at the 
intersection of policy and practice. This identity has been realised through changed 
professional practices and roles, which have been simultaneously restricted and enabled 
through the wider discourses surrounding teachers within VET. While there have been 
instances where policy has complemented practice, such as LLN teachers’ subscribing to 
a deficit discourse, there have also been instances of contradiction between the two. An 
example of this is the lack of recognition of the foundation discourse that exists at both 
federal and state government levels. Finally, with the discourses of restricted curricula 
203 
and funding decline activating the implementation of a parallel curriculum, it has been 
shown how policy has enabled practice. This has revealed the existence of gaps, due to 
LLN teacher identity, between the discourses of policy and practice. The following 
section examines this disconnect by addressing the question ‘can LLN teacher identity be 
reconciled with policy discourse?’ 
7.4 Can LLN Teacher Identity be Reconciled with Policy Discourse? 
This study has shown policy and practice to be reflective of other discourses that represent 
the dominant viewpoints of government and stakeholder groups in both VET and LLN. 
The rise of industry has taken the focus of LLN away from social capital and more 
towards a human capital orientation. Section 4.2.2.1 showed that, from the perspective of 
teachers, this has resulted in LLN being reduced to a linear set of foundation skills focused 
on employment productivity. Although teachers understand that, as VET professionals, 
they are located in this policy space, it is difficult to reconcile these policy changes with 
their core identities which are still aligned to an LLN multiliteracies construct.  
7.4.1 The discourse of foundation: prominent in policy, absent in practice 
The prominence of the discourse of foundation at both federal and state levels has been 
previously discussed. Particularly at the federal level, foundation is an umbrella term 
incorporating a range of subtexts, including skills deficit, employability skills and 
functional skills. While it has been shown that teachers have subscribed to aspects of the 
subtext language, such as ‘skills’, ‘function’ and ‘deficit’, the discourse of foundation has 
not been adopted in its entirety. Teachers’ recognised LLN in terms of skills and deficit 
and as being critical to employability because each of these elements fitted into their 
broader understandings of multiliteracies.   
Even though there was recognition of the subtext language (such as function and deficit), 
the explicit use of foundation as a way to describe LLN was clearly absent from the voice 
of practice. Since foundation reflects the dominant literacy discourse that LLN teachers 
are expected to implement within their teaching, this is potentially problematic in terms 
of practice reconciling with policy. Not only was foundation not recognised by the 
teachers as a way to describe LLN, their language also showed that they did not regard 
themselves as part of the foundation skills workforce. While teachers are currently known 
as ‘foundation skills practitioners’, this description—understood here as an assigned role 
within policy—was not acknowledged by participants.   
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There are a range of other discursive formations that have either been complementary, 
competing or contradictory in the shaping of LLN teacher identity. The discourse of 
policy has positioned VET and LLN as neoliberal policies to combat the effects of 
globalisation and economic competitiveness and to provide the skill needs of a human 
capital workforce. Increasingly, these policies have been monitored via unprecedented 
methods of accountability that have significantly altered the roles of the VET workforce, 
including LLN teachers. The plethora of policy in recent times strongly suggests that this 
trend in neoliberalism and accountability is not about to change. However, this study has 
shown that the voice of practice has also delivered an important message—that LLN 
teachers have felt a level of discomfort as agents of change within this neoliberal policy 
arena. This is due to their chosen identities not aligning with the discourse of 
contemporary policy, plus a strong allegiance to ACE ideologies and historical policy 
discourses.   
With the decline of ACE as an authority within LLN policy, teachers have verbalised 
concerns about government bodies not understanding the realities of practice. There is an 
observable divide between the policy discourse space and the practice ideological space 
that requires attention. Heavily influenced by industry, government policy reflects an 
economically driven discourse, whereas the ACE discourse is socially driven. Examples 
of this divide include differing perceptions of literacy and numeracy and differing 
perceptions of learner needs. Should there be a move towards alignment? How should 
this be achieved—via policy or via practice? Given that government and industry have 
become positioned as powerful authorities in LLN, it is unlikely that policy is going to 
move away from neoliberal agendas in the foreseeable future. This being the case, ACE 
should give consideration to becoming politically active in one of two ways: repositioning 
itself as an authority in LLN policy that is reflective of ACE ideologies; lobbying for 
forums that provide professional development to move the mindsets of LLN teachers 
towards the foundation skills discourse.  
As employees within VET, LLN teachers have been immersed within neoliberal 
discourses of foundation, economic rationalism and compliance that have brought 
significant changes to their roles. These changes have compelled them to undertake 
practices that reflect these discourses but which conflict with their professional beliefs 
(Bowl, 2012). With their chosen identities shaped by traditional policy discourses such as 
multiliteracies, social justice and learner centred teaching, teachers have found spaces for 
resistance to implement other practices that align to their core ACE ideologies.  
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Through the implementation of the ‘other practices’, it has been established, without 
question, that teachers identify with the needs of learners over the needs of neoliberal 
government policy. By placing emphasis on the social capital aspects of LLN, teachers 
have sought to cater for individual learner needs across a range of contexts. At the same 
time, however, teachers have felt conflicted by the emphasis that policy places on human 
capital outcomes, as these force learners with diverse needs into a single employment-
productivity context, disregarding other contexts of community and family. From the 
perspective of teachers, this meant that contemporary policy was endeavouring to ‘fit 
square pegs into round holes’.  
Contemporary policy requires teachers to take up assigned roles. Staying within the 
parameters of these roles, teachers contend, would provide them with limited opportunity 
to make a positive difference in learners’ lives, and would prevent them from sharing in 
the transformative learning journey. This highlights a conflict between teachers’ assigned 
roles and chosen identities within VET. Assigned roles are determined by policy; teachers 
are obliged to assume them. By contrast, chosen identities are determined by teachers 
themselves; they represent who teachers strive to be. Assigned roles, such as foundation 
skills practitioner and compliance operator, are defined via policy directives that affect 
teachers’ ability to maintain identities that they are comfortable with. Yet, in spite of the 
conflict between policy and practice, teachers have found a space to maintain their chosen 
identities. They have been able to do so by finding appropriate interstices in which to 
work around government policy.  
7.4.2 Resisting foundation, ascribing to compliance 
This section addresses the question of why have the teachers have been able to resist the 
discourse foundation, and, in turn, why have they been unable to resist the discourse of 
compliance? Without necessarily subscribing to the value of compliance, most 
participants ascribed to the discourse of compliance. However, as previously noted, they 
neither subscribed not ascribed to the discourse of foundation.  
Three explanations for teachers’ rejection of foundation can be offered. First, even though 
foundation skills practitioner is a broad term encompassing LLN teachers, the participants 
in this study saw themselves as having a unique specialisation that sat outside the wider 
foundation workforce. Second, although the term foundation skills workforce has been 
used as a broad description of teaching staff, the National Strategy reduced LLN to a 
linear set of employment-based skills. In spite of this perception of LLN as a skills set, 
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teachers found ways to accommodate the wider aspects of LLN within their teaching, 
which shows that they continued to think in terms of literacy and numeracy and not 
foundation. Third, although foundation as a discourse is prevalent within policy, it has not 
been at the forefront of professional development or professional discussions. The same 
cannot be said for the discourse of compliance, as the language of compliance has been 
prominent in institute-led discussions. Speaking the language of compliance is not just a 
matter of conceding its existence as a dominant discourse, the work of compliance also 
forms a major part of teachers’ daily duties within the VET system. While the increase in 
compliance work has prompted teachers to question its value to learners, they cannot 
avoid being surrounded by it.   
7.4.3 Professionalisation versus quality management 
Not only has compliance become a dominant discourse in policy and practice, its 
implementation has significantly affected LLN teachers’ roles in VET. As a result, they 
have struggled to position themselves within the neoliberal agenda. Egetenemeyer and 
Kapplinger (2011) explained this struggle in terms of grappling with the logic of 
professionalisation and quality management: ‘professionalisation focuses primarily on 
the development of people ... working in the field of action; quality management focuses 
on the development of an organisation and its processes, often with a goal of a certain 
standardisation’ (p. 12). It has been shown that teachers are far more comfortable working 
within the logic of professionalisation—not just with learners but also with other VET 
teachers. The importance of LLN teachers’ relationships with learners has been 
established. In relation to other VET teachers, it is possible that, in providing support to 
their colleagues, professionalisation enables LLN teachers to display their unique 
knowledge, thus helping them to maintain their separate identities, as they become 
increasingly consumed into the wider VET system.  
Egetenemeyer and Kapplinger (2011) observed that, within contemporary policy 
discourse, there is the ‘danger of quality management dominating the professionalisation 
approach’ (p. 12). Specific to this study, Ball (2003) would describe this in terms of LLN 
teachers being conflicted by their personal beliefs and public representation in the VET 
system. He argued that ‘on the one hand, teachers are concerned that what they do will 
not be captured by or valued within the metrics of accountability, and on the other, that 
these metrics will distort their practice’ (p. 223). Since teachers’ chosen identities—
namely, support to vocational teachers and LLN enabler—have emerged in spite of 
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contemporary policy, neither will be captured through the metrics of accountability. 
However, this may not be a problem, as Section 4.4.2 has shown, LLN teachers place 
higher regard on the learners’ feedback than on government or management feedback. 
Even though the extra workload involved in these chosen identities is largely performed 
outside of policy mandates, to the teachers this does not matter, because it allows them to 
be valued by the stakeholders they most care about—learners.  
7.4.4 Who are the square pegs? 
There are some distinct differences between teachers’ core identities and the prevailing 
policy discourses circulating within and around VET institutions. As mentioned above, 
one participant described the policy expectation that all learners could be treated the same, 
as like trying to ‘square pegs into round holes’. However, one might reasonably ask ‘who 
are the square pegs—learners or LLN teachers?’ 
Section 4.3.2.2 highlighted that, according to participants, a fundamental problem with 
contemporary policy is that experienced LLN teachers are largely being denied 
professional development opportunities in literacy and numeracy. Arguably, providing 
such opportunities could assist them in developing and embracing the foundation skills 
knowledge required to make them more cognisant of their roles as neoliberal subjects 
within the VET system, thereby transforming them into round pegs.  
To teach LLN, Street (2005) claimed that it was essential to have a deep understanding of 
it as a specialist subject and defining LLN lies at the heart of doing it. Although part of 
the priority action area of the National Strategy focuses on developing the professional 
knowledge of foundation skills practitioners, emphasis is placed on training VET teachers 
and/or new teachers to the foundation skills workforce (SCOTESE, 2012), not existing 
LLN teachers. There is an assumption that LLN teachers already have sufficient 
knowledge. However, knowledge does not just mean skills to teach; in this context, it also 
entails understanding and appreciating the intent of foundation skills. As this study has 
shown, LLN teachers’ chosen identities do not sit within the foundation discourse. For 
practice to complement the intent of LLN policy, significant work needs to be undertake 
to re-professionalise LLN teachers, for, as Beijaard et al. (2000) claimed, teachers’ 
perceptions of their own professional identities affect their ability and willingness to cope 
with educational reform and the ability to implement innovations in teaching practices. 
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Chapters 5 and 6 showed how the discourses of foundation, compliance, LLN as 
employability skills and declining funding had significantly altered the practices of LLN 
teachers working in VET, challenging their core beliefs. This is because the language of 
foundation promoted through government policy shifted the focus of LLN from skills and 
attributes required for community inclusion, social engagement and employment, to a 
discreet skills set required for employment. Subsumed into a wider foundation skills 
workforce, LLN teachers have been challenged by the differences between the roles they 
wish to play and the roles dictated by policy. Given that many of the participants in this 
study have worked in the LLN field for significant periods of time, it remains to be seen 
whether teacher identity will ever truly be reconciled with policy.  
*** 
The discussion has shown that, as professionals working within VET, LLN teachers can 
be viewed from multiple angles. First, they have chosen identities that are based on an 
attachment to multiliteracies, a discourse that, although historical in terms of policy, is 
still current in terms of practice. Second, there has been the forging of a new identity, as 
teachers position themselves within the VET system and find a niche specialism as LLN 
experts. Third, although teachers are positive about their increased profile within VET, 
they are uncertain about their roles within VET and how these will affect their identities. 
Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, is the reality that foundation, in spite of its 
prominence within LLN policy discourse, has not been adopted by LLN teachers as a 
core identity.  
In terms of identity, Bartlett and Holland (2002) have claimed that particular people, such 
as LLN teachers, are grouped collectively as fitting into certain social identities. 
Following their logic, LLN teachers will be expected to grow into the VET and foundation 
skills worlds, ‘figuring themselves as actors in those worlds and gaining a sense of their 
position, their standing, in the relations of power that characterise the particular 
community of practice’ (p. 14). Standing back from this scenario and viewing the 
teachers’ world within a figurative weather system has highlighted a number of realities. 
LLN teachers form a small part of a very large microcosm in which various interest 
groups, known as stakeholders, exist, spreading their individual LLN discourses into 
society. Progressively, a type of LLN atmospheric pressure has built up, due largely to the 
effects of globalisation that have intensified Australia’s need to be economically 
competitive. In turn, this has created climate change, witnessed through unprecedented 
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policy reform in both VET and LLN, as the Australian government attempted to resolve 
perceived inadequacies in the national workforce’s foundation and vocational skills 
requirements. Policy reform has led to intensified monitoring, resulting in changes to 
funding, quality assurance and curriculum requirements. Such changes to policy have 
created unpredictable and fast changing realities within VET institutions, which have 
affected LLN teachers’ professional roles.  
Where have LLN teachers positioned themselves within this reform in terms of their 
identities? Given that the analogous weather system illustrates a system of discourse 
dominated by trends of downward pressure—atmospheric pressure leading to climate 
change leading to changed weather conditions—one might expect this to produce changes 
in teachers’ core identities. To a certain extent this is true; as we have seen, LLN teachers 
have been opportunistic in promoting their unique expertise at a local level by providing 
support to VET teachers. However, the study has also highlighted the preservation of an 
older identity, especially by teachers who have worked in the LLN field for extended 
periods of time. Directly related to their attachment to the multiliteracies policy era, LLN 
teachers have renegotiated the foundation skills and compliance discourses, as well as 
state-based policies, to maintain a voice in practice. Looking at how relations of power 
have operated across all facets of society, what has emerged is the realisation that, at the 
macro-level of discourse, government and industry have been influential in changing 
teachers’ roles as VET professionals. However, the formation of identity appears to have 
come from a very different place. Forged by their strong affiliation to ACE ideologies, 
LLN teachers’ identities have not been driven from above; rather, they have been formed 
at the micro-level where VET teachers operate and where the needs of learners can be 
met. 
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Chapter 8:  
Conclusions and Final Observations: 
Understanding the Climate of Reform through the Eyes of 
Practice 
Employing Foucauldian theories and methodologies, this study has attempted to make 
sense of Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) and Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) reform through the eyes of a distinct group of critical stakeholders—LLN teachers 
working within the Victorian VET system. Reio (2005) reinforced the importance of this 
type of study in his statement that: 
Reform no matter how well intentioned and theoretically sound, will not have 
the desired effects if the implementation does not acknowledge those who must 
implement the reform—the teachers. The reform must take into account that 
teachers have natural emotional reactions to change that will have both positive 
and negative influences on the construction of their professional and personal 
identity. (P .992) 
The purpose of this study was to explore the effects of educational reform by focusing on 
the professional identities of LLN teachers. As shown throughout the thesis, reforms in 
both LLN and VET resulted in numerous government-based policies which led to 
significant changes in the roles and practices of teachers. This study also revealed that 
these policies were informed by a range of stakeholders external to government sources. 
Tracing the evolution of national LLN policy revealed that industry had increased in 
importance as a major influence on literacy and numeracy policy, and, coinciding with 
this, that the influence of the Adult and Community Education (ACE) sector had declined.  
Reflecting on these changes, Yasukawa and Black (2016) described contemporary LLN 
reform as ‘policy making at a distance’ (p. 19), by which they meant that it was removed 
from those who understand the essence of LLN and the needs of the adult learners. 
Signalling their agreement, other commentators, including Harris and Morrison (2011) 
and Hargreaves and Moore (2005), noted that key stakeholders, such as teachers within 
the ACE system, have been progressively ‘locked out’ of both policy and research. Yet 
this is contrary to the language contained within the National Foundation Skills Strategy 
for Adults (SCOTESE, 2012), which not only recognised LLN teachers as a key 
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stakeholder group, but described their knowledge and experience as pivotal to the 
strategy’s implementation.  
8.1 Using Poststructuralism and Narrative Inquiry to Unlock the 
Teacher Voice 
Given the level of agreement among academics about teachers’ declining voice, this study 
chose to foreground the LLN teacher voice as the primary medium through which to 
understand the effects of reform. The perceptions of 23 LLN specialists, represented 
collectively as the ‘voice of practice’, were examined to determine the extent to which 
reform had influenced LLN teachers. The analysis focused on how policy and other 
discourses had affected teachers’ practices, roles and identities as professionals within 
VET. Although the sample size could be considered small, Chapter 3 explained how a 
broad cross-section of participants, representing diversity in location (metropolitan and 
rural), type of VET institution (TAFE and ACE), age, gender and years of experience, 
were selected.   
Viewing policy and other types of communication as discursive activities, the findings 
from this study were grounded within a poststructuralist position in which language was 
seen as the common factor through which to analyse social meanings and individual 
consciousness (Weedon, 1987; Rose, 1998). In keeping with the study’s poststructural 
underpinnings, the realities of the participants were not considered objective, but rather 
as part of human creation; hence, they were viewed as dynamic and pluralistic (Scheeres 
& Solomon, 2006), and caused individual and ongoing changes in cultural practices and 
discourses (Fenwick, 2006).   
Within some research circles, the application of poststructural theory as a way to 
understand reform could be seen as problematic, as ‘meaning can never be finally fixed; 
it is always in flux’ (Wetherall, 1998, p. 384). Mindful of this, efforts were made to keep 
the constantly changing nature of LLN–VET reform in view. The reality that there are no 
fixed meanings attached to identity (Hall, 2000; Wenger, 1998; Chappell, 1999) was also 
kept in mind. Thus, the dynamic nature of both theory and concepts (reform and identity) 
were well situated to complement each other throughout this study. Indeed, I found that 
the flexible and fluid tenets around poststructural theory provided considerable scope for 
creativity with the presentation of my research. Dovetailing Foucauldian poststructural 
theory with elements of narrative inquiry allowed me the freedom to collect and represent 
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the voice of practice in multiple ways that included a combination of verbal, written and 
visual narratives.   
Although narrative inquiry was well suited to telling the stories of the participants, 
Britzman (2012) reminded me that ‘re-presenting the voices of others means more than 
recording their words. An interpretive effort is necessary because words always express 
relationships, span contexts larger than the immediate situation from which they arise’ (p. 
35). Thus cautioned, I represented the voice of practice in two ways: first, as verbatim 
written narratives in which participants had the opportunity to tell their individual stories 
and explain the meanings that they ascribed to their experiences (Chase, 2005); second, 
by seeing the interpretive repertoires that emerged from the individual stories as a 
collective discourse, and exploring the relationship between this discourse and other 
discourses spanning from government policies, industry-based statements, institutional 
directives, other VET teachers and learners.  
The unlocking of this teacher voice was the key aim of this study. In support of this aim, 
the literature review provided valuable academic commentary across four broad areas: 
teacher voice, policy, teaching practice and professional identity. The commentaries 
emerging from the literature were sometimes complementary and sometimes conflicting. 
Wenger (1998) and Chappell (1999) reinforced the importance of professional identity as 
being influenced by historic and contemporary discourses. Focusing on policy as 
discourse, I discovered research that showed how policy had been used as a strategy to 
promote certain discourses (dominant literacies) within society. I was able to trace how 
the discourses of deficit, multiliteracies and foundation had emerged over a 30-year 
period. Using contemporary reform as the focal point, I explored literature that showed 
how policy changes had affected the practices of teachers working in the Victorian VET 
system.  
Although there were existing bodies of academic knowledge in the four domains listed 
above, and commentary on the decline of the ACE voice in both policy and research 
(Yasukawa & Black, 2016; Hamilton, 2012; Hargreaves & Moore, 2005), there was 
limited research in relation to the professional identity of LLN teachers in relation to 
reform (Benseman, 2012; Reybold, 2008; Robertson, 2009). The discovery of this gap in 
the academic literature became the catalyst for this study. 
213 
8.2 Creating a Meteorological Poststructuralist Lens 
For this study I combined poststructuralist theory with broad meteorological concepts of 
atmospheric pressure, climate and weather as a way to understand the distribution of 
various discourses within relations of power as they existed within LLN teachers’ worlds. 
I did not begin the study with the intention of incorporating these meteorological 
concepts; rather, the analogous weather system idea evolved from the analysis of the data. 
After undertaking preliminary analysis of the themes emerging from participants’ 
narratives, it made sense to mind-map the data into three distinct layers—macro to 
represent the participants’ responses to policy, meso to represent their responses to 
institute directives and micro to represent inner ideologies and actions. Alongside the 
connections between the discourses, I could see links between the relations of power that 
existed between the various stakeholders. The result was my own visual narrative 
representing the voice of practice. Taking a step back, I could see the analogous weather 
system that ultimately became my visual narrative.  
I had reservations about using this type of visual narrative. I was conscious that the 
inclusion of a weather system could potentially be seen to affect the study’s poststructural 
frame. Since I was endeavouring to use a poststructural theory to explain human 
behaviour, it did not seem appropriate to include an unscientifically-based account of 
weather systems. I tried to resist this visual methodology, but I kept getting pulled back. 
Reflexivity caused me to examine its magnetism. I was reminded of Jorgensen and 
Phillips’ (2002) contention that, within a poststructural frame, language should be viewed 
as a machine that generates and constitutes the social world. A weather system is a 
powerful machine, which, when likened to a social world, can be seen as containing a 
series of interconnecting discourses, emanating from policy to institute directives through 
to personal ideologies, that affect teachers’ professional identities.  
However, this did not provide me with the total story. What was missing was the part that 
explained why climate change (policy reform) had occurred in the first place: that is, what 
was occurring in the atmosphere to create the conditions that led to climate change? By 
using Foucault’s tool of biopower, I was able to trace the establishment of what I termed 
an LLN crisis as a way to understand how and from where the discursive pressure 
emanated to create policy change in LLN.   
Through further exploration of Foucault’s poststructural tools, I began to see how much 
his three systems of power—biopower, disciplinary power and pastoral power—
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complemented each other in making sense of the layers of discourses, and how they would 
work across the three layers that sat within the weather system. Now, reflecting upon this 
methodological approach, I contend that it has been one of the greatest achievements of 
this research, for I have constructed a truly original and unique way to visualise 
interconnecting layers of discourse within relations of power. However, in saying this I 
also acknowledge that I have only applied broad meteorological concepts to this study 
and did give thought to applying other notions such as barometric pressure, isobars and 
humidity to the analogy. Once again, I was reticent to apply too many meteorological 
concepts to this study as I did not want to place any further risks to the poststructural 
frame.    
Further, in spite of my initial reservations about the inclusion of meteorological concepts 
within a poststructural construct, I contend that it has been the unstable and non-
prescriptive tenets of poststructuralism (Wetherall, 1998; Mastin, 2008) that have allowed 
me the freedom to explore the weather system analogy as a way to understand the totality 
of the discourses of reform. Having the permission to ‘cherry-pick’ from Foucault’s 
‘toolbox’ of poststructural concepts, combined with the general tenets of 
poststructuralism, has afforded me the freedom to explore this unchartered territory. 
Seeking to validate my claim of creating a unique meteorological–poststructural 
methodology, I conducted numerous online searches; I have not found any other studies 
where weather concepts have been used to make sense of discourses and relations of 
power within a poststructural frame.  In the future, I intend to develop this unique 
methodology further and incorporate a range of other weather metaphors descriptions as 
a way to allow readers to visualise how discourses are disseminated within relations of 
power. To enhance visual understandings of the analogous weather, my intention to make 
use of more finely tuned concepts such as barometric pressure, isobars, low/high pressure 
systems and storm cells in future research endeavours.  
This unique methodology has reinforced that, within the realities of teachers’ worlds, 
‘power is not totally entrusted to someone who would exercise it over others, in an 
absolute fashion. Rather, this machine is one in which everyone is caught, those who 
exercise this power as well as those who are subjected to it’ (Foucault, 1980a, p. 156). As 
participants within a discursive system, the teachers in this study have been caught up 
within a VET machine that is powered by a range of internal and external sources. These 
sources include government, vocational industries, employment industries, ACE, institute 
managers and teachers, and LLN learners themselves. Sitting within the various layers of 
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the discursive weather system, each source has contributed to the formation of teachers’ 
subjectivities and identities.  
8.3 Weathering the LLN–VET Reform: Further Contributions to the 
Academy 
The meteorological–poststructural methodology employed in this study has given rise to 
a range of key messages related to the study’ findings. Chapter 7 showed that, while both 
the literature and participants pointed to a decline in teacher voice in relation to policy 
and research, the ACE voice has remained active in practice, due to the implementation 
of a range of ‘other practices’. Therefore, one of this study’s contributions to knowledge 
has been to reinforce the power of this voice (which has arisen as a direct result of 
teachers’ abilities to renegotiate practices within VET) and, in doing so, to bring the voice 
of practice to the foreground.   
Using this voice as the medium to make sense of teachers’ professional identity in light 
of reform has enabled this study to impart several key messages. First, that making use of 
all three Foucauldian systems of power allowed for three separate but interconnecting 
stories of LLN teacher experience to emerge. Second, that although power emanates from 
all aspects of society, LLN learners hold a degree of power when it comes to teacher 
identity. Third, in relation to identity, this study concurred with the research of other 
academics regarding the multiplicity of LLN teachers’ professional identities. Finally, as 
a result of this study analysing and making comparisons between the written discourses 
of policy and the spoken discourses of practice, the degree of difference between policy 
and practice became apparent.  
8.3.1 Foucault’s three systems of power tell different stories 
In Chapters 3, 5 and 6 I acknowledged the potential for criticism over my use of biopower 
and pastoral power as ways to understand the operation of modern forms within 
educational institutions. I countered this by highlighting precedents in which these forms 
of power had been used in similar research spheres, and by showing how this 
methodology afforded me the ability to examine the ‘everywhereness’ (Foucault, 1978) 
of power relations.  
Making use of Foucault’s three systems of power facilitated the telling of three different 
but interconnected stories in relation to LLN teacher identity. The first lens, biopower, set 
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the scene, introducing the societal pressures that led to the rise of the dominant literacies 
of foundation skills and deficit. While the essence of biopower lies in analysing the 
dissemination of discourses across entire populations, preliminary analysis of the data 
showed that participants had subscribed to certain discourses within the dominant 
literacies in varying ways. For example, although the findings demonstrated the take up 
of the discourses of deficit and skills, the discourse of foundation had been largely ignored 
within practice. Using disciplinary power resulted in a different story, one dominated by 
a sense of repression, a subsuming of LLN teacher identity into the wider VET system, 
and compliance driven primarily by institute directives governed by policy changes. 
Finally, applying the lens of pastoral power highlighted teachers’ responses to the 
discourses of policy and directives of their institutions. This brought to light agentic 
behaviours in which teachers selectively negotiated discourses within their practices. 
Each lens of power added to the understanding of the totality of the relations of power 
from broad society, to institution, to individuals.   
Examining the three relations of power together not only reinforced the everywhereness 
of power, but revealed that there had been an intersection between external power sources 
governed by social regulations and disciplinary norms, and internal power sources 
emanating from learners and teachers. The latter came from teachers’ selective 
negotiation of policy and reforming of classroom practices to comply with regulatory 
specifications and meet learners’ needs. As explained in Chapter 7, the point of 
intersection between external and internal power sources is where the professional 
identities of teachers have emerged.  
Foucault’s (1982a) twofold understanding of subjectivity were relevant to making sense 
of professional identity. Disciplinary power illustrated the existence of subjectivities in 
which teachers felt ‘subject to someone else by control and dependence’ (p. 781) through 
their relationship with the state. However, applying a pastoral power lens reinforced 
Foucault’s second understanding of subjectivity, in which teachers remained ‘tied to 
[their] own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge’ (p. 781) through their relationship 
with learners.   
Making use of all three of Foucault’s forms of power within a meteorological platform 
provided the opportunity to trace the dissemination and directionality of the power 
sources and relations. Teachers felt the effects of neoliberal policy reform in a downward 
trend as systems of compliance, declining funding and an employment-driven curricula, 
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which was described as ‘the LLN crisis’ (atmospheric pressure). If this study had been 
limited to the lenses of biopower and disciplinary power, I would have surmised that, due 
to changed teaching practices and roles, teachers had repressed identities that flowed from 
the impositions of government policy.  
However, the use of pastoral power shone a different light on identity creation. While still 
affected by the downward power trends of policy mandates, what also emerged was a 
teacher identity that actively negotiated both VET and LLN policies. This was based on 
teachers’ ideological stances and their relationships with learners. In essence, this meant 
that teachers were pushing back against top-down policy reform. This finding resonates 
with a true weather system in which power movements simultaneously occur in both 
upward and downward directions. This study has shown that while biopower validated 
the necessity of teachers’ roles in society, and disciplinary power constrained their roles 
within VET, the clearest sense of teacher identity has emerged through pastoral power.  
8.3.2 LLN learners have power 
This study has brought to light the realisation that LLN learners hold some degree of 
power in their abilities to influence teachers’ renegotiation of policy discourses and 
institute directives. Analysed  through Foucault’s (1991a) understanding of power–
knowledge, it is the knowledge of learner backgrounds, needs and disadvantages that has 
motivated—empowered—teachers’ to use agency to find spaces to work over and above 
their funded roles within VET institutions. I acknowledge that, considering that it is the 
teachers who ultimately determine what the needs of their learners are, it could be seen 
as problematic to assume that they have any real power in this context. However, the 
strength of learner power, as shown in this study, stems from their abilities to influence 
LLN teacher’s implementation of the ‘other practices’ that sit outside of their funded roles 
in VET. Whilst to do so has included some level of ascribing to the changed roles they 
have been assigned within policy and institute specifications, the teachers have also 
worked to preserve a range of beneficial practices to cater for the individual needs of LLN 
learners. To achieve this, teachers have used certain technologies to evoke a sense of 
agency and negotiate the policy environment in which they work.  
Chapter 6 examined the power of learners through the lens of pastoral power, 
demonstrating that teachers (as pastors) felt an immense sense of responsibility to 
understand and care for the needs of individuals within their classes (flocks). Armed with 
knowledge of the inadequacy of policy to meet the real needs of learners, teachers chose 
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to work outside the constraints of state imposed systems and to implement a range of 
other practices. The high regard that teachers had for learner feedback compared to other 
forms of institutional feedback was also evident. This reinforced the power held by 
learners, for they were able to influence the actions of teachers in their renegotiation of 
state imposed practices.  
8.3.3 Multiple identities 
Identity is not singular; as numerous commentators have observed, identity takes multiple 
forms (Wenger, 2010; Buzzelli & Johnson, 2002). Embracing the multiplicity of identity, 
this study examined teacher identity under two broad categories: assigned roles and 
chosen identities. Building on an understanding of language as the common factor by 
which to understand the social and the individual (Weedon, 1987; Rose, 1998), the 
categories were distinguished from each other based on the extent to which participants 
subscribed to (assented), ascribed to (acknowledged) or had prescribed to them (were 
directed to take up) the language of the discourses within policy.  
Among the many teaching practices teachers have implemented within VET are 
prescribed practices and others they have actively renegotiated as a response to reform. 
Prescribed practices are related to changed policy and institute directives which have 
compelled teachers to work within the limitations of reduced funding, linear curricula and 
increased systems of compliance onerous administration activities and other compliance 
tasks. This has resulted in teachers feeling constrained and conflicted. To counter this, 
teachers have developed other practices that cater more effectively for the needs of 
learners. Therefore, this study also concurs with Clegg and Hardys’ (1996) description of 
identities as being amalgamated. The various roles and practices that LLN teachers have 
performed brings to light different identity positions that have intersected across 
historical, ideological and organisational constructs. These multiple identities are also 
seen as hybridised (Sandset, 2011; Kouhpaeenejad & Gholaminejad, 2014) which shows 
how, as active participants within the discursive weather system, teachers have made use 
of power relations by knowing when to take up assigned roles and when to employ agency 
to renegotiate practices.  
This study has reinforced Foucault’s theory that power can only be exercised over 
individuals if there is freedom to resist (Fejes &Nicoll, 2008; Edwards, 2008), for 
although teachers assigned roles were dominated by the constraints of policy and 
governed by compliance, they nevertheless managed to work within spaces of resistance. 
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Renegotiating practices to cater for the needs of individual learners gave teachers the 
ability to remain true to their perceptions of LLN, while simultaneously gaining in status 
through being regarded as experts by their vocational teaching peers.  
The outcome of this has been threefold: first, through prescribing to certain policy 
discourses, LLN teachers have taken up assigned roles within their institutions; second, 
LLN teachers have preserved an identity based on a multiliteracies construct in which 
individual learner interests, skills and attributes are given equal attention; and third, LLN 
teachers have been able to forge new identities as professionals with unique expertise to 
support their VET colleagues within their own institutions. 
8.3.4 A misalignment between policy and practice 
The literature review identified a number studies on the rise of neoliberalism in the 
educational policy domain (Connell, 2013; Barros, 2012; Guthrie, 2009). Within a 
neoliberal context, Ball (1994; 1998) described policy development as an economy of 
power in which a series of technologies and strategies are employed to achieve societal 
goals. As part of this activity, certain discourses, such as foundation skills, have been 
disseminated into society. Relating this to LLN, Bartlett (2008) concurred with Ball 
(1994; 1998) by conceding that contemporary definitions of literacy are not innocent and 
have been deliberately placed into society to achieve certain goals.  
Reaching a shared definition of LLN that all major stakeholders agree on is problematic 
(Bartlett, 2008; Hamilton, 2001) as different value systems are in play within each 
stakeholder group. The narratives of the participants involved in this study reinforced this 
contention, as it was clear that understandings of LLN differed between government 
policy and the voice of practice. While government policy reflected a linear LLN skills-
based approach to provide for labour market needs, participants perceived of LLN more 
broadly. To participants, along with work readiness skills, LLN also encompassed 
individual personal attributes. This arguably highlights a misalignment between policy 
and practice that is difficult to reconcile, as the two are neither working from the same 
premise, nor towards the same outcome. Although the common denominator is adult 
learners, to practicing teachers, meeting the needs of learners is about a personalised 
approach to LLN that caters to individual needs and interests. By contrast, from the 
perspective of policy, learners are seen in terms of skills and commodities required for 
economic productivity.  
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The discussion has shown that, in some respects, teachers and policy are poles apart. 
While teachers are striving to be compliant in a neoliberal policy environment driven by 
economic productivity, participants’ narratives show the extent to which they are 
motivated by social justice considerations. Foucault (2010b) would perceive it as almost 
impossible to reconcile these differences and lead both parties to a place where they could 
complement each other. He stated that ‘there is only one true and fundamental social 
policy: economic growth. Social justice can never be the aim of successful economic 
policy’ (p. 144). As representatives of the wider ACE sector, it appears that LLN teachers 
have been singing a different tune in relation to what should constitute dominant literacies 
and what type of policy platform is required to meet learner needs compared to 
government and industry.  
8.4 My Identity Position as the Researcher 
Narrative inquiry has been an important component to this study. Along with 
poststructuralism, it has afforded me considerable scope for creativity in the presentation 
of my findings. Moreover, this methodology has allowed me to reflect on my own story 
and identity as an LLN professional working within the Victorian VET system. As 
discussed in Chapter 3, while Etherington (2009) observed that the voice of the researcher 
is an important component to narrative inquiry, it requires ongoing reflexive engagement. 
Due to my own longevity as a professional in LLN, I have developed my own subjectivity 
and multiple identity positions. These positions have continued to evolve throughout this 
study. In acknowledgment of this, I told my story at the beginning of the study. Bringing 
this to the forefront, and continuing to be reflexive throughout the process, has assisted 
me to stand back and consider whether my own biases have blurred the findings at any 
stage. Given the importance of this to my research journey, it seems appropriate to 
perform a final reflection on my subject position as an LLN professional and researcher 
at the conclusion of the study.  
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Story 5. My weathering of the reform 
In tracing the journey of my own professional identities, I have come to realise that 
I have hovered between two spheres, part of an immense ecosystem of discourse. I 
have worked alongside teachers to renegotiate practices that came from social justice 
and economic standpoints. From a social justice standpoint, I have encouraged 
teachers to find ways to renegotiate practices to cater for learner needs and preserve 
LLN teacher identity. In doing so, we have found ways to embed meaningful LLN 
support for learners and support for vocational teachers, thus forging our identity as 
professionals in LLN within institutions. I think that has a lot to do with my lingering 
professional identity as a teacher. However, as a manager, I have also attempted to 
renegotiate practice based on economic reasons. Responding to declines in funding, 
I have attempted to find creative ways to manipulate the system to keep teachers 
employed—to retain the presence of LLN teachers within VET.   
As a manager, I have also sat within the sphere of weather realities and instigated 
new and often ideologically challenging directives as a responses to changed policy. 
I have watched this affect the roles of teachers and have seen them threatened by the 
potential loss of their identities. At these times, I have had to respond with a business 
mindset, rather than teacher mindset. I have not always liked the way that I have 
made teachers feel and, frankly, it has sometimes been easier not to ask their opinion. 
Consequently, there have been times when teachers have probably, and quite 
accurately, considered that I have not taken their perspectives into account.  
This research has shown me the extent to which reform has affected teachers’ 
identities. This study is my attempt to give something back; to listen and give voice, 
albeit belatedly, to the teachers. Exploring the identities of the teachers involved in 
this study has allowed me to make sense of my own identity, which has been reshaped 
as a result. 
8.5 Further Study Opportunities 
This study, while it has provided answers to many questions, has also raised further 
questions. Described here as further research opportunities, I have identified two future 
studies which could potentially build upon the knowledge base from this study.  
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1 How has the climate of reform affected the professional identities of LLN teachers 
who have worked in the Victorian VET system for less than five years? 
The participants in this study were representative of the current LLN–VET teaching 
workforce in Victoria and the majority had worked in the LLN field for more than 10 
years (16 participants). Eleven out of 23 participants had worked in LLN for more than 
twenty 20 years. Consequently, most participants had firsthand experience of working in 
the field prior to the current period of reform, when there were different dominant literacy 
discourses in play and a greater ACE voice contributing to policy. What the narratives 
revealed very clearly was an attachment to historical LLN discourses such as 
multiliteracies and personal development. Therefore an important follow on from this 
research would be to change the parameters of participant selection and ask the same 
questions of those who had worked in the field for less than five years. Potentially, this 
would provide useful data on the extent to which longevity of experience affects 
professional identity.  
2 How has the climate of reform affected the professional identities of LLN teachers 
who work in the VET system in other states and territories? 
At the time of embarking on this research, Victoria was leading the way in terms of VET–
LLN reform, as shown in Securing Jobs for Your Future—Skills for Victoria: Delivery 
Guidelines 2009 (Victorian Skills Commission, 2009). However, from 2009 to 2014 the 
state government modified these reforms, resulting in significant changes to funding, 
eligibility, compliance and curricula. Since that time, all other Australian states and 
territories have implemented their own VET–LLN reforms. It would be of interest to 
compare the findings of the Victorian study with research conducted in other locations.  
8.6 Concluding Commentary 
LLN teachers are a small part of a very large microcosm inhabited by various interest 
groups, known as stakeholders that disseminate LLN discourses into society. In recent 
years, an LLN crisis has built up due to the effects of globalisation intensifying Australia’s 
need to be economically competitive. This has generated unprecedented policy reform in 
both VET and LLN, as Australia’s governments have attempted to accommodate the 
national workforce’s foundation and vocational skills requirements. Policy reform has 
resulted in intensified monitoring which has brought about changes to funding, quality 
assurance and curriculum requirements.   
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Such changes to policy have led to unpredictable and fast changing weather realities 
within VET institutions. The climate of reform has affected LLN teachers’ professional 
identities in Victoria in several main ways. Policy and institute-imposed changes to 
teachers’ roles have affected their practices. However, the imposition of some of these 
practices has enabled teachers to renegotiate and implement other practices. Although the 
LLN voice has been shown to be in decline in terms of policy, this voice still flexes its 
muscles in terms of practice. Much of this is directly related to the strong connection that 
LLN teachers have with learners, and a drive to preserve a sense of identity that is based 
primarily on social justice foundations. LLN teachers have shown themselves to be 
adaptive in relation to policy expectations and changing roles within VET, and have 
simultaneously found spaces for resistance to both preserve and forge new identities.  
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Appendices 
Appendix 1 
 
Address of CEO/Director  
20 August 2014  
Faculty of Education and Arts 
Federation University Australia  
Dear….. (insert name)  
I am currently enrolled as a PhD student at Federation University Australia and am conducting research 
titled Unpacking adult literacy teachers’ professional identities within VET. This research is situated in the 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector and will explore the professional identities of 20 adult lit-
eracy teachers employed in either TAFE institutes or dual sector institutes in Victoria.  
To conduct this research I am seeking permission from you to approach relevant program coordinators 
within your institute who may provide me with the names of adult literacy / numeracy teachers in order 
to invite them to participate in this research. Participation in the research will involve interviewing the 
teacher for approximately 45 minutes. Please find attached a copy of the Plain Language Information 
Statement and the interview questions to provide further detail on the purpose of the research and 
what the teachers will be required to do if they agree to participate.  
The identities of the teachers and the institute where they work will remain confidential at all stages of 
the research including the final thesis. They are free to answer some or all of the questions. As well the 
teachers are free to withdraw their consent at any time before, during and after the interview. If this oc-
curs all recorded material related to their individual material will be destroyed.  
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All participants will be given a summary of the early findings from the research and the final thesis will 
be electronically accessible upon request. Both the summary document and the final thesis will not in-
clude any material that identifies either the participants or institutes.  
As a student researcher, I have had prior experience conducting research by completing Master of Edu-
cation study at the University of Ballarat. To conduct this research, I will be working under the supervi-
sion of the Principal Researcher Doctor Annette Foley and Associate Researcher Professor Barry Golding.  
At a professional level I have worked in TAFE for approximately 20 years both as a teacher and manager 
of adult literacy /numeracy programs.  
I have enclosed a consent form for you to sign and return to me electronically if you agree to allowing 
me to interviewing relevant teachers within your institute. Upon receipt of this consent form I will con-
tact the program coordinators by telephone and send them a copy of the Plain Language Information 
Statement and consent form as the initial method of inviting them to participate in this research.  
Please contact me on 0408065318 or j.krusche@federation.edu.au if you require more information 
about the interview and research. 
Yours sincerely,  
 
Ms Julianne Krusche  
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PROJECT TITLE: 
 
Unpacking adult literacy teachers’ professional identities within VET  
 
RESEARCHERS: Annette Foley (Principal Researcher) 
Julianne Krusche (Student Researcher) 
 
 
Consent – Please complete the following information: 
I, . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . of . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
hereby consent to allow adult literacy/numeracy professionals within my institute to be invited to partic-
ipate as a subject in the above research study.   
The research program in which I am giving consent to has been explained fully to me, verbally and in 
writing, and any matters on which I have sought information have been answered to my satisfaction. 
I understand that:   
• all information will be treated with the strictest confidence and data will be stored separately 
from any listing that includes names and addresses of teachers within my institute.  
• aggregated results will be used for research purposes and may be reported in scientific and 
academic journals 
• I am free to withdraw my consent at any time during the study in which event my participation 
in the research study will immediately cease and any information obtained from it will not be 
used. 
• once information has been aggregated it is unable to be identified, and from this point it is not 
possible to withdraw consent to participate  
 
SIGNATURE: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  DATE: . . . . . . …….. . . .. . . . ………….  
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Appendix 2 
FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND ARTS 
Plain Language Information Statement 
PROJECT TITLE: Unpacking the professional identities of adult literacy teachers within VET 
 
PRINCIPAL RESEARCHER: Dr Annette Foley 
OTHER/STUDENT RESEARCHERS: Julianne Krusche 
 
You are invited to participate in a research project examining the professional identities of 20 adult liter-
acy/numeracy teachers employed in VET institutes in Victoria. Over the last seven years there has major 
policy development both in VET and adult literacy/numeracy which may have had an impact on your 
professional role within your institute.   
By agreeing to be involved in the research, you will participate in an interview that will go for approxi-
mately 45 minutes in duration with the student researcher Julianne Krusche. The timing and location of 
the interview will be negotiated between the individual teacher and the student researcher. Although 
there will be a pre-determined set of questions, the interview will not be confined to those specific 
questions to allow for individual perspectives and the uniqueness of each teacher’s perspective. The in-
terview questions have been prepared by Julianne Krusche under the supervision of Dr. Annette Foley. 
As well, as part of the research supervision meetings, discussions have taken place to support the stu-
dent researcher in the development of sound and ethical interviewing skills.  
For your consideration, please find attached a list of the questions that will be asked of you if you agree 
to participate.   
By agreeing to be involved in the research, the following will be required of you: 
• Read and sign a consent form 
• Participate in an individual interview of approximately 45 minutes at a place and time conven-
ient for you to discuss the questions listed above.  
The interview will be audio taped and transcribed. The taped recordings of the interview and the tran-
scripts will be stored for five years in a secure location (password protected computer drive) and only 
the researchers named will be able to access any data.  
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Participation in this research is voluntary and will not have any effect on your current or future employ-
ment. The identities of the teachers and the institute where they work will remain confidential at all 
stages of the research including the final thesis. Participants are free to answer some or all of the ques-
tions.  
Even if you give initial consent to participate you can change your mind at any stage with no explanation 
required and the interviews will immediately cease. Any data already collected from your institute will 
be destroyed.  
Although unlikely, if at any stage during or after the interview, if you feel distressed, a trained counsellor 
will be accessible to debrief with you. Lifeline can also be accessed by contacting 131114. 
All participants will be given a summary of the early findings from the research and the final thesis will 
be electronically accessible upon request. Both the summary document and the final thesis will not in-
clude any material that identifies either the participants or institutes.  
The student researcher Julianne Krusche has had prior experience conducting research by completing 
Master of Education study at the University of Ballarat.  
If you agree to participate in the interview you will be contacted by telephone to confirm the interview 
times and locations. You are able to contact the researcher Julianne Krusche on 0408065318 or j.kru-
sche@ballarat.edu.au for more information about the interview.  
Please find attached a list of the questions that will asked during the interview.   
 
If you have any questions, or you would like further information regarding the project titled  
Unpacking adult literacy teachers’ professional identities within VET 
please contact the Principal Researcher, Dr Annette Foley of the School of Education and Arts 
PH:  53279764 
EMAIL:  a.foley@federation.edu.au  
Should you (i.e. the participant) have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research project, please contact 
the Federation University Ethics Officer, Research Services, Federation University Australia, PO Box 663, Mt Helen VIC 
3353. Telephone: (03) 5327 9765, Email: research.ethics@federation.edu.au  
CRICOS Provider Number 00103D 
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Interview Questions   
o How long have you worked as an adult literacy teacher? 
o In a professional teaching context, how do you define the term ‘adult literacy’? 
o How do you define your current role and identity as an adult literacy teacher in 
your workplace? 
o During your time working as an adult literacy teacher, what have been the no-
table changes in policy and practice?  
o How have you adapted your teaching practices to accommodate the changes? 
o What impact, if any, has this had on your professional identity? 
o Describe what it feels like to work as an adult literacy teacher in VET in current 
times?  
o What do you see as the future for VET and ultimately for you as an adult liter-
acy teacher working within the VET sector?  
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PROJECT TITLE: 
 
Unpacking adult literacy teachers’ professional identities within VET  
 
RESEARCHERS: Annette Foley (Principal Researcher) 
Julianne Krusche (Student Researcher) 
 
 
Consent – Please complete the following information: 
I, . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . of . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
hereby consent to participate as a subject in the above research study.   
The research program in which I am being asked to participate in has been explained fully to me, verbally 
and in writing, and any matters on which I have sought information have been answered to my satisfac-
tion.  
I understand that: all information I provide (including questionnaires) will be treated with  
the strictest confidence and data will be stored separately from any listing that includes my name  
and address. 
 aggregated results will be used for research purposes and may be reported in scientific and aca-
demic journals 
 I am free to withdraw my consent at any time during the study in which event my participation in the 
research study will immediately cease and any information obtained from it will not be used. 
 once information has been aggregated it is unable to be identified, and from this point it is not 
possible to withdraw consent to participate  
SIGNATURE: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  DATE: . . . . . . …….. . . .. . . . …………. 
